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Creating a Sense of Membership in Basic Education 
The Contributions of Schoolwide Events   
Abstract 
This study investigates the ways that schoolwide events can contribute to the creation of membership in 
a school community. An essential aspect of school life across grade levels and national contexts, the 
sense of membership refers to a situation in which a student is accepted as part of a group by others and 
feels connected with the other members of the community. The importance of membership has been 
highlighted in international studies that have shown the positive relation between students’ sense of 
school belonging and several academic and non-academic features of their lives, such as their motivation 
for learning and general future orientation. To increase the knowledge of how school practices can 
support students’ sense of membership, this study focuses on schoolwide events, including celebrations, 
theme days, and other organized activities for the entire school community’s participation.  
This study’s main research question is as follows: “How do schoolwide events contribute to students’ 
experiences of membership in the school community through a) personal-level experiences, b) school 
community-level practices, and c) representations of culture?” To answer this question, the study 
approaches the notion of membership from various disciplinary perspectives that originate from 
psychology, sociology, and educational sciences. The key concepts of this study are social integration, 
sense of belonging, and social representations of cultural communities that are investigated in the 
educational context of schoolwide events. This study consists of qualitative interview data from both 
students (Study I, data gathered in winter 2013–2014) and teachers (Study III, data gathered in autumn 
2011), as well as quantitative survey data from students (Study II, data gathered in autumn 2013). Data 
were collected from four secondary schools of basic education (serving 13–16-year-old students) in the 
southern area of Finland. The student data were collected from three schools (referred to as Schools 1, 
2, and 3), while the teacher data were collected from a fourth school.  
This study’s main findings answer the research question by showing that schoolwide events can 
contribute to students’ experiences of membership by providing them with positive interpersonal 
encounters with their peers and in the school as a social community. The results also indicate that 
experiences of membership are disrupted by negative peer relations as well as by unfair and hasty 
practices when organizing events. Regarding cultural representations, the findings show that the events 
do not support students’ interpersonal understanding of various cultural traditions in any particular way, 
but instead the events focus on creating memberships in the broader context of the national (Finnish) 
community by transmitting its traditions. On the other hand, the results demonstrate that the notion of 
tradition is fluid and subjective to interpretation. The findings also indicate that students’ social and 
emotional experiences and personal involvement in schoolwide events are more remarkable aspects for 
creating membership than the factual content of the events. The findings also reveal that teachers and 
students approach the question of community building from different perspectives. Teachers emphasize 
the role of national traditions, while students call for inclusive events. However, both groups regard 
schoolwide events as avenues from which experiences of community and membership may emerge.  
Concerning the study’s practical implications, the results emphasize the important role of schoolwide 
events in the social life of the school and the need for researchers and practitioners to pay closer attention 
to such events. Based on the findings, this study also proposes practical implications for the development 
of the content and practices of schoolwide events in Finland and in other countries.  
Keywords: membership, lifeworld, social integration, sense of belonging  
 
  
 
Helsingin yliopisto, Käyttäytymistieteellinen tiedekunta 
Opettajankoulutuslaitos  
Tutkimuksia 401 
Pia-Maria Niemi 
 
Koulun yhteisen tapahtumat jäsenyyttä ja yhteenkuuluvuutta edistämässä
Tiivistelmä 
Tämä väitöstutkimus tutkii koulun yhteisten tapahtumien merkitystä yhteenkuuluvuuden ja jäsenyyden 
kokemuksen rakentumisessa kouluyhteisössä. Yhteenkuuluvuuden kokemuksella tarkoitetaan 
tilannetta, jossa ryhmä hyväksyy yksilön osaksi itseään ja vastaavasti yksilö kokee yhteyttä toisiin 
ryhmän jäseniin. Kuulumisen kokemus on olennainen osa koulun arkea kaikilla oppiasteilla. 
Kansainvälisten tutkimusten mukaan kokemus kouluyhteisöön kuulumisesta on vahvasti yhteydessä 
oppilaiden elämän muihin osa-alueisiin, kuten opiskelumotivaatioon sekä oppilaiden 
tulevaisuudenkuviin. Tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena on tuottaa uutta tietoa siitä, miten koulun yhteiset 
tapahtumat, kuten juhlat, teemapäivät sekä muut aktiviteetit, voivat tukea oppilaiden kokemusta 
jäsenyydestä kouluyhteisössä.  
Päätutkimuskysymys on seuraava: Miten koko koulun yhteiset tapahtumat edesauttavat oppilaiden 
yhteenkuuluvuuden kokemusta kouluyhteisössä a) henkilökohtaisten kokemusten, b) kouluyhteisön 
käytäntöjen, sekä c) kulttuurisen representaatioiden avulla. Tutkimuskysymykseen vastataan 
psykologisessa, sosiologisessa ja kasvatustieteellisessä keskustelussa esille nousseista näkökulmista 
käsin. Tutkimuksen avainkäsitteitä ovat sosiaalinen integraatio, kokemus kouluun kuulumisesta sekä 
kulttuurisiin yhteisöihin liittyvät sosiaaliset representaatiot ja niiden moninaisuus. Näitä tutkitaan koko 
koulun yhteisten tapahtumien kontekstissa. Tutkimuksen aineisto koostuu laadullisista 
oppilashaastatteluista (Tutkimus I, aineisto kerätty talvella 2013-2014), oppilaiden vastaamasta 
tilastollisesta lomakekyselystä (Tutkimus II, aineisto kerätty syksyllä 2013) sekä laadullisista 
opettajahaastatteluista (Tutkimus III, aineisto kerätty syksyllä 2011). Oppilasaineisto kerättiin kolmesta 
eri yläkoulusta, joihin viitataan tutkimuksessa nimillä School 1, 2 ja 3 ja opettaja-aineisto neljännestä. 
Kaikki tutkimukseen osallistunee koulut sijaitsevat Etelä-Suomessa. 
Tutkimuksen päätulokset osoittavat, että koko koulun yhteiset tapahtumat myötävaikuttavat 
oppilaiden kokemuksiin jäsenyydestä henkilökohtaisten kokemusten osalta tarjoamalla positiivisia 
kokemuksia vuorovaikutuksesta toisten oppilaiden kanssa ja koulusta sosiaalisena yhteisönä. Tärkeitä 
olivat myös sellaiset käytännönjärjestelyt, jotka edistivät kaikkien oppilaiden osallistumista yhteisiin 
tilaisuuksiin sekä niiden valmisteluun. Vastaavasti tulokset osoittavat, että kouluyhteisön käytäntöjen 
osalta jäsenyyden ja yhteenkuuluvuuden kokemusta heikensivät negatiiviset kanssakäymiset toisten 
oppilaiden kanssa sekä epäreiluksi koetut ja huonosti suunnitellut tilaisuudet. Kulttuuristen 
representaatioiden osalta tulokset osoittivat, että koko koulun yhteiset tapahtumat eivät erityisemmin 
tukeneet oppilaiden vastavuoroista ymmärrystä erilaisista kulttuurisista traditioista vaan tilaisuudet 
keskittyivät pääasiassa tukemaan jäsenyyttä kansalliseen (suomalaiseen) yhteisöön välittämällä sen 
perinteitä. Tulokset osoittivat kuitenkin myös, että perinteen käsite on muuttuva ja tulkinnanvarainen ja 
että varsinkin oppilaille tilaisuuksien sisältöä merkittävämpiä asioita olivat yhteisiin tapahtumiin 
liittyvät sosiaaliset ja emotionaaliset kokemukset. Tulokset tuovat myös ilmi, että opettajat ja oppilaat 
lähestyvät yhteisöllisyyden rakentamista eri näkökulmista. Opettajat korostavat kansallisten perinteiden 
merkitystä yhteisöllisyyden rakentajina, kun taas oppilaat toivoivat tilaisuuksia, joihin kaikki oppilaat 
voivat osallistua. Sekä opettajat että oppilaat pitivät koko koulun yhteisiä tapahtumia kuitenkin 
merkittävinä tilaisuuksina jäsenyyden ja yhteisöllisyyden kokemuksien konteksteina.  
Tulokset osoittavat, että koko koulun yhteisillä tapahtumilla on merkittävä rooli koulun sosiaalisessa 
elämässä. Siksi tutkijoiden, opettajien sekä koulun johdon tulisi huomioida tilaisuuksien sosiaalinen ja 
kasvatuksellinen merkitys voimakkaammin kuin mitä tällä hetkellä tapahtuu. Tutkimuksen tulokset ovat 
tärkeitä koko koulun yhteisten tapahtumien sisällön ja järjestelykäytäntöjen kehittämiseksi sekä 
Suomessa että muualla.  
  
Avainsanat: jäsenyys, elämismaailma, sosiaalinen integraatio, kuuluminen, sosiaaliset representaatiot, 
interkulttuurinen kasvatus 
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1 Introduction  
The aim of this thesis is to provide new knowledge regarding the ways in which schoolwide events can 
contribute to the creation of membership in school communities. In the educational context, the sense 
of membership refers to a situation in which a student is accepted as part of a group by others and feels 
connected with the other members of the community (Roffey, 2013; Sayer et al., 2013). The experience 
of membership thus refers to students’ emotional and social engagement with their school community 
(e.g., Gaete, Rojas-Barahona, Olivares, & Araya, 2016; Lam et al., 2012). In contrast, being bullied or 
otherwise excluded by others hinders a student’s sense of membership (Bernstein et al., 2010; 
Fredrickson, 2007). In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon from the 
individual and group perspectives, this study approaches the creation of membership in school 
communities through schoolwide events from a multidisciplinary viewpoint by combing sociological, 
psychological, and educational perspectives. The notion of membership is present in the conceptual 
systems of each of these disciplines and thus it is used as a key term in this study. However, as the 
following sections will show, notions such as the “sense of belonging” (Goodenow, 1994; OECD, 2013) 
and “connectedness” (e.g., Lam et al., 2012; Rowe & Stewart, 2011) are commonly used as synonyms 
for membership.  
Psychological studies have shown that the need to create positive and lasting relationships with other 
people is one of the basic human needs (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Bernstein, Sacco, Young, 
Hugenberg, & Cook, 2010; Osterman, 2000). From a sociological perspective, Habermas (1981/1987) 
defined the experiences of membership and alienation as person-level experiences of social integration. 
According to Habermas (1981/1987), social integration takes place simultaneously at various levels of 
social reality, each with a unique but intertwined role in creating cohesion within a social group. This 
dynamic relationship between the individual and the surrounding community can also be found in the 
definition of membership provided by McMillan and Chavis (1986) 30 years ago. According to their 
definition, membership encompasses the aspects of “emotional safety,” “sense of belonging and 
identification with the group,” “personal investment,” and the use of a “common symbol system” to 
recognize in-group members from outsiders (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, pp. 9−11). Following these 
presuppositions, experiences of membership can be supported by practices that enhance the students’ 
sense of involvement, support students’ experiences of being recognized as important participants of the 
community, and the shared system of symbols (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; see also Bernstein et al., 
2010; Dhamoon, 2009; Howard, 2000). The sense of membership is therefore a multilevel social process 
consisting of relationships and actions that take place in various forms within the school community.  
Studies from primary to tertiary education have indicated that students’ sense of membership is an 
essential aspect of school life across grade levels and that it is mainly shaped by relationships with 
teachers and peers (e.g., Bond et al., 2007; Cemalcilar, 2010; Lester et al., 2013; Ma, 2003; Roffey, 
2013; Rowe & Stewart, 2011; Tillery, Varjasa, Roachb, Kuperminc, & Mayers, 2013). According to a 
wide range of studies, the importance of membership is notable in behavioral outcomes and in how 
students perceive their school as a social and emotional environment that is connected with their 
academic success (e.g., Green et al., 2012; Jose, Ryan, & Pryor, 2012; van Houtte & van Miele, 2012). 
Longitudinal studies, for example, from the US, Australia, and New Zealand, have found that students’ 
sense of school belonging to their school community is related to several academic and non-academic 
features of their lives, such as their motivation for learning, level of academic achievements, school 
conduct, health behavior, and general future orientation (cf. Bond et al., 2007; Crespo, Jose, 
Kielpikowski, & Pryor, 2013; McNeely & Falci, 2004). Students who feel accepted and engaged in their 
school community are more likely to perform well in school and to demonstrate higher levels of 
wellbeing than students showing low levels of belonging (e.g., Green et al., 2012; Reyes, Brackett, 
Rivers, White, & Salovey, 2012; Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013).  
The need to gain a better understanding of how school practices can support students’ experiences 
of membership is relevant internationally. Studies have shown notable differences in students’ sense of 
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membership, both within and across schools (OECD, 2013). International studies have also reported 
that the sense of school belonging and academic achievement of students coming from linguistic 
minorities, low socioeconomic backgrounds, or immigrant families tend to be lower than those of 
students who represent the majority (see, e.g., Frankenberg, Kupper, Wagner, & Bongard, 2013; 
Rahman, 2013; Sherman et al., 2013). Therefore, it is also important to investigate how school events 
project the ideas of local, national, and cultural membership through traditions and practices, and what 
kind of opportunities they provide for students to be influential actors in their community (Deakin & 
Joldersma, 2007). The evidence from previous international studies shows that students’ experiences of 
membership and alienation take place in all kinds of activities and social situations in school 
(Cemalcilar, 2010; Kangas et al., 2014; Ma, 2003; Meeuwisse, Severiens, & Born, 2010; Osterman, 
2000; Rowe & Sterwart, 2009; Tinto, 1997). However, other studies have also recognized the need for 
a better understanding of the contextual factors related to students’ experiences of belonging (e.g., Allen 
& Bowles, 2013; Johnson, 2009; Rowe & Stewart, 2011; Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013).  
This study focuses on the role of schoolwide events in order to add to the knowledge about the ways 
that schools can support students’ experiences of membership. In the context of this study—the Nordic 
country of Finland—schoolwide events may take many forms. Typical events include celebrations, 
theme days, and other activities that are organized for the entire school community’s participation 
(Finnish National Board of Education, [FNBE], 2014). Previous studies have found that schoolwide 
events and activities are among the prominent avenues for supporting students’ experiences of 
connectedness with teachers and fellow students in school (Rowe & Stewart, 2009, 2011). Likewise, 
studies have shown that “co-curricular” activities, such as participation in school plays or sports 
competitions, are important for students’ pedagogical wellbeing and sense of competence (Pyhältö, 
Soini, & Pietarinen, 2010; Westling, Pyhältö, Pietarinen, & Soini, 2013). The benefits of schoolwide 
strategies have also been recognized in studies on anti-bullying programs that have found “whole-school 
approaches” to be the most effective (Hymel, McClure, Miller, Shumka, & Trach, 2015). These findings 
show that fostering a sense of membership and reducing incidents of negative interaction within school 
communities are issues that concern the entire school community. Despite their prominent importance, 
the role and contribution of schoolwide events have been scarcely studied in educational sciences. 
Whereas this study focuses on investigating schoolwide events, particularly celebrations, the study 
recognizes these events to include a variety of social processes and activities that make up the final event 
and contribute to the experiences gained from the events. 
This study focuses on students’ and teachers’ viewpoints of their school community and, particularly, 
the role of students and teachers in schoolwide events. However, it is important to note that the notion 
of “community” has changed in many ways during the last few decades. This is due, in part, to the 
increased mobility and possibilities provided by online communication and the fact that both the 
territorial and symbolic boundaries that have been used to define groups and communities in the past 
have changed rapidly (Dervin & Korpela, 2013). It follows from this that the idea of a school community 
cannot be viewed as a static phenomenon, but instead it must be considered as a combination of shared 
short- and long-term experiences of membership and connectedness that can take place in various 
activities and forms of interaction (Dervin & Korpela, 2013; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Likewise, it is 
important to take into account that, in addition to the social aspect, school communities entail an 
institutional aspect that regulates its operations (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Osterman, 2000). However, 
the need to experience membership within school communities is still relevant and it is important to pay 
attention to the ways in which school events and practices support students’ experiences of membership 
and community building at different levels of school practices. Because of the various benefits related 
to schoolwide events, this study focuses on the creation of membership at the whole-school level.  
The main theoretical frameworks of this study have been chosen for their unique but complementary 
approaches of viewing the processes and elements through which memberships are supported in the 
social reality of school communities. The psychological framework has provided substantial knowledge 
about the importance and elements of membership and belonging in the school context (e.g., Cemalcilar, 
2010; Ma, 2010; Roffey, 2013; Tillery et al., 2013; Wang & Eccles, 2012). However, as these theories 
mainly approach the question from the individual’s perspective, this study also applies sociological 
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frames for investigating the membership process from the broad perspective of the school as a social 
group and a societal institution. This approach is primarily rooted in Habermas’ (1981/1987) theory of 
communicative action and his definition of the social world as a “lifeworld” (see also Carr & Kemmis, 
1986). From this viewpoint, membership is a personal-level outcome that is intertwined in many ways 
with other social integration processes occurring within a group. Moreover, the study approaches the 
notion of membership from the perspective of educational sciences and the prospects of schoolwide 
events to serve as stages for increasing intercultural understanding related to cultural memberships in 
the educational contexts of schools. This aspect entails both the cognitive dimension of learning about 
different cultural traditions and viewing each school as a cultural community of its own (defined more 
in detail in section 2).  
The ways that schools support the creation of membership in their respective communities are 
notable because schools are among the primary systems through which students gain experiences of 
social relations and membership in society (e.g., Gump, 1980; Hope, 2012; Osterman, 2000). As Rogoff 
and colleagues (2007) observed, participation in cultural practices is one of the main approaches that 
enables a child to become part of the social community. Therefore, it is important to investigate the 
ways in which schools depict notions such as nation, culture, and religion (see also Lappalainen, 2009). 
Previous studies in the Finnish context have shown that schoolwide events, particularly celebrations, 
can be meaningful learning experiences that enhance students’ knowledge and understanding of local, 
national, and global traditions (Kallioniemi, Lyhykäinen, & Räsänen, 2009; see also Kuusisto & 
Lamminmäki-Vartia, 2012). However, questions regarding the suitable content of schoolwide events 
have been highlighted and debated in many countries during recent decades (e.g., McGoldrick, 2011). 
One of the reasons for this is the fact that school events tend to focus on national and religious holidays 
and traditions that have historically served to strengthen the sense of community within the school and 
the surrounding society, but which may not do so anymore (Etzioni, 2004; Kuusisto, Poulter, & 
Kallioniemi, 2016; e.g., Poulter, 2013). The manner in which different traditions and other 
representations of culture are taken into account is therefore a notable question in schools.  
The aim of this thesis summary is to deepen the understanding related to the ways in which 
schoolwide events can contribute to the creation of membership in school communities. By using 
various disciplinary perspectives, this study approaches the creation of membership from the levels of 
the individual, the school community, and cultural representations that refer to socially shared meanings 
that are used as the basis for group formation (Moscovici 1988/2000; Hall, 1999; Howarth, 2000). More 
specifically, this study focuses on representations, such as objects and symbols, which are used to depict 
cultural communities. Section 2 introduces the theoretical framework used to investigate the elements 
and processes related to membership. Sections 3, 4, and 5 discuss the research design, and the main 
findings, respectively. To understand the findings in their respective contexts, the following section (1.1) 
presents an overview of the national guidelines related to schoolwide events in Finnish basic education. 
The empirical part of the main study is based on three data sets, including qualitative interview data 
from students (Study I), quantitative survey data from students (Study II), and qualitative interview data 
from teachers (Study III). The data were collected from four secondary schools of basic education 
(serving 13–16-year-old students) in the southern area of Finland. The student data were collected from 
three schools (referred to as School 1, School 2, and School 3) and the teacher data from a fourth school. 
By using a mixed-methods approach and combining different types of data, this study identifies both 
students’ and teachers’ viewpoints about the educational and social advantages (and disadvantages) of 
schoolwide events for students’ experiences of membership. After summarizing and discussing this 
study’s main findings, the final section suggests implications for researchers and practitioners in terms 
of raising awareness of schoolwide events’ contributions to students’ membership from the perspectives 
of the community and the individual. 
1.1 Schoolwide events in Finnish basic education 
Since schools do not only provide lifeworld contexts but are also institutional systems, the manner in 
which social processes are carried out depends on both the people and the organizational practices and 
4 
 
institutional guidelines of each school (Arum, 2000; Habermas, 1981/1987). The compulsory 
comprehensive school in Finland is divided into primary (7–12-year-old pupils) and lower-secondary 
levels (13–16-year-old students). The students may then continue their studies in either an academically 
oriented upper-secondary school or a vocational school. An important difference between the two levels 
of primary and secondary education is that in the former, instruction is delivered by classroom teachers, 
whereas in the latter, instruction is organized around subjects and taught by subject teachers. The Finnish 
school system has become internationally known for its basic education because Finnish students have 
achieved high scores, for example, in the OECD’s PISA tests in the 2000s (e.g., Chung, 2016; Mikk, 
2015; Reinikainen, 2012; Sahlberg, 2011). All Finnish basic education schools, regardless of whether 
they are public or private, are free of charge, and they are required to follow the National Core 
Curriculum for Basic Education (NCCBE) published by the FNBE (2004; 2014). The NCCBE is a broad 
document and leaves space for educators to specify the ways in which the goals are achieved in practice. 
For this reason, the NCCBE is specified first at the level of municipalities and then at the level of 
individual schools and teachers. In addition to the official-level curriculum, education always has an 
unofficial, hidden curriculum that is manifested in how activities are carried out in the school and in the 
ways that certain values and behaviors are regarded as more favorable than others (Sari & Doğanay, 
2009).  
It is important to note that the NCCBE in Finland has been renewed during the period of this study. 
The curriculum that has been valid from 2004 to 2016 has been replaced with a new one in the beginning 
of the 2016–2017 academic year. The new document has been available online since the autumn of 
2014; during the transition phase (2014-2016), the new curriculum had already been used in some of 
the schools, while the rest are making plans for the adoption of the new curriculum in the autumn of 
2016. In relation to the creation of membership it is noteworthy that especially the 2014 curriculum 
emphasizes the importance of collectivity and the need for schools to be safe and communal places that 
support students’ wellbeing and the creation of communities for learning and interaction (FNBE, 2014). 
This study refers to both curricula because the 2004 version was in use during the data collection, but 
the 2014 version is important for the implications of this study and future directions of schoolwide 
events.  
The liberty that the documents allow for school practices is particularly notable in schoolwide 
activities. Whereas both the old and the new curricula acknowledge schoolwide activities as among the 
approaches for carrying out schoolwork, they do not provide specific instructions on how to organize 
these events (FNBE, 2004, 2014). In the 2004 curriculum, school celebrations and the like are mentioned 
as belonging to the schools’ “action culture” that embodies the values of the curriculum. In addition to 
joint activities, these include afterschool clubs, for example (see Shulruf, 2010 for more details about 
extracurricular activities).  Likewise, the 2016 curriculum mentions celebrations and other occasions in 
the section called “other activities that support the aims of teaching and education” (FNBE, 2014, p. 
41). According to the document, part of the schoolwork can be undertaken in the form of “joint events” 
that include “celebrations, theme days and trips” (FNBE, 2014, p. 43). In addition to their learning aims, 
the events are considered important for the social relationships within the school and for the students’ 
wellbeing (FNBE, 2014, p. 43). In the new curriculum, school celebrations and other events are also 
viewed as essential for creating a “sense of community” within schools and making the “cultural and 
linguistic diversity” of the schools visible (FNBE, 2014, p. 43). Corresponding to the 2004 version, the 
new curriculum also regards celebrations as among the means of enhancing students’ “cultural 
competencies, interaction and expression” (FNBE, 2014, pp. 101−102). Specifically, the students are 
guided to “appreciate the traditions and habits of their family and community as well as those of others” 
and are offered opportunities to “familiarize themselves with cultural heritage” and to “gain experiences 
of internationality” (FNBE, 2014, p. 102). 
Although joint school events and activities can be organized around any theme that schools decide, 
many of them tend to hold events that have become traditions in the course of history. These include 
festivities related to Christmas, Easter, the Finnish Independence day (December 6), and the Spring 
Festival that marks the end of the academic year at the end of May or the beginning of June. These 
events also often precede national holidays. The celebrations of Christmas and the Spring Festival are 
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especially notable because they respectively start the winter and the summer holidays, which are the 
longest vacations in the academic year. Schools also commonly celebrate the feast day of Saint Lucia, 
the First of May, and Halloween, and they organize theme days on various topics, to name a few 
examples (Kuusisto, Poulter, & Kallioniemi, 2016). Despite the close connection between religion and 
the Finnish national culture (e.g., Paatela-Niminen et al., 2016; Poulter & Kallioniemi, 2014), all public 
schools are officially secular and the follow the freedom of religion stated in the Constitution of Finland. 
According to this, “everyone has freedom of religion and conscience” and this freedom includes both 
the right to profess and practice religion, as well as the right to abstain from practicing religion (Ministry 
of Justice, 1999, §11). 
Out of the various forms of schoolwide activities, this study mainly focuses on school celebrations 
and theme days because they are the most noticeable ones in Finnish schools. However, students’ 
experiences of other types of events during school days, when all students were invited to participate, 
were also taken into account. The key element unifying all of the studied events was that they were open 
for all students’ participation, regardless of whether or not joint sessions were held for these activities.  
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2 Theoretical framework  
The key concept of this study is membership, which refers to the reciprocal feeling of connectedness 
and belonging that the individual experiences with the other members of the group (e.g., Baumeister & 
Leary, 1995; Habermas, 1981/1987). This study starts from the argument that membership is a 
multifaceted concept that is rooted sociology, psychology, and educational sciences. The theoretical 
underpinnings are used to discuss and conceptualize the ways in involvement in schoolwide events can 
contribute to students’ experiences of membership in a school community. The various theoretical 
underpinnings are approached from the ontological and epistemological perspectives of social 
constructionism, which provide the foundations for the whole study. Although the research traditions 
have different origins, foci, and methodological underpinnings, they are also compatible and 
complementary because each can be employed to address the elements and processes that enable or 
disrupt the creation of memberships in school communities. These viewpoints are discussed in detail in 
the following sections. 
The study then focuses on the sociological view about membership as part of social integration 
(Habermas, 1981/1987). Applying Habermas’ (1981/1987) theoretical concepts about the structure and 
reproduction of the social world as a “lifeworld,” this study analyzes group processes related to 
schoolwide events from a group perspective. Next, the psychological and social-psychological theories 
that have investigated the benefits and disadvantages of students’ memberships in school communities 
are applied in the context of schoolwide events. These theories often use the notion of “sense of 
belonging” as a parallel term for membership (e.g., Goodenow, 1993). Finally, intercultural questions 
related to diversity among the members of the school community and the creation of membership in 
plural settings, especially in the context of schoolwide events, are explored. This section focuses on the 
role of social representations as symbols of group identities and boundaries between different groups.  
Together, these theories provide a multidisciplinary framework for identifying students’ and 
teachers’ perceptions of schoolwide events as contexts and means for enhancing membership in ways 
that had not been done in previous studies. Figure 1 summarizes the main theoretical underpinnings and 
related key concepts. The following subsections present each of the frameworks in detail.  
 
 
 
Figure 1. Multidisciplinary theoretical framework used to study the creation of membership in school communities 
through schoolwide events. 
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2.1 Social constructionism and the lifeworld approach  
This study is based on the ontological perception of reality as a combination of physical and social 
elements. These premises are particularly based on the theory of social constructionism (Berger & 
Luckmann, 1966) and the notion of lifeworld as the social reality that is created through communication 
and actions following from communication (e.g., Habermas, 1981/1987; Schutz, 1967; Weber, 1964). 
According to these premises, social reality and people’s perceptions of it are created in individuals’ 
interactions with one another (e.g., Habermas, 1981/1984, 1981/1987; Parsons, 1951/1991; Weber, 
1964; see also Scott, 2011). In contrast to the physical world, the social dimension of reality is based on 
mutually created and shared understandings of things (e.g., Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Habermas, 
1981/1987). This means that social reality cannot be approached as a stable or a solid entity but as a 
system of constantly changing interpretations and meanings that take shape in interactions among people 
(Habermas, 1981/1987; Parsons, 1951/1991; Schutz, 1967). The question about the ability of social 
sciences to gain trustworthy knowledge has been discussed in depth among scholars for centuries. 
However, the debate has taken a new turn in the era of modernism and postmodernism that has shifted 
the epistemological certainty of “scientific” knowledge from the Cartesian self-reflection to 
observations of the surrounding reality and interactions among people (Habermas, 1981/1987; Morrow 
& Torres, 2002). It follows that the nature and methods of social sciences are perceived as different from 
those of natural sciences, but still capable of providing scientific knowledge (Morrow & Torres, 2002).  
Following these presuppositions about social reality, this study uses the means of social sciences to 
study schoolwide events and related processes of membership. Based on the epistemological frames, 
this study also recognizes the use of different perspectives and paradigms as supplementary rather than 
exclusive (see also Garland, 2014, p. 89; Habermas, 1981/1987; Scott, 2011). Camic and Joas (2004) 
referred to this idea of using complementary theoretical approaches as a “dialogical turn” that started to 
emerge among sociologists, especially in the 20th century. The value and aim of this approach for 
educational sciences were summarized well by Garland (2014, p. 89), who called for the need to 
acknowledge and be open to knowledge “derived from different paradigms, and a willingness to search 
for agreement on what can be accepted as true (a fallibilistic conception) amongst the wider community 
of educationalists.”  
This study combines presuppositions from different theoretical frameworks to help advance the 
empirical theory that aims to explain and conceptualize the social processes and elements related to 
schoolwide events and their connections to memberships from various perspectives (Morrow & Torres, 
2002, p. 32). Additionally, the study aims to advance the formulation of a metatheory related to how 
schoolwide events serve as lifeworld contexts in the creation of membership, as well as to suggest the 
ways that these events ought to occur (see Morrow & Torres, 2002, p. 32). 
2.2 Membership and social integration from the sociological perspective 
This study approaches the notion of membership as a multidimensional experience that is influenced by 
several social processes in school. The definition of social integration used in this study is based on 
Habermas’ (1981/1984, 1981/1987) theory of communicative action. According to this theory, social 
integration is one of the main processes that supports cohesion within social groups and unites people 
(Habermas, 1981/1987). Despite the many definitions of social integration (see, e.g., Jansen, Chioncel, 
& Dekkers, 2006; Mouzelis, 1997), this study uses the conceptual framework provided by Habermas 
(1981/1987) because this definition depicts the process of creating membership as a social process that 
is interconnected with several other processes and dimensions within the lifeworld. While some recent 
studies have adopted this type of view of group integration as a broad and complex issue (e.g., Sweet & 
Zheng, 2017), in the educational and psychological context the notion of social integration has also been 
strongly associated with mainstream and minority group relationships, such as the relationship between 
majority students and students with special education needs or students with immigrant backgrounds 
(e.g., Kivirauma, Klemelä, & Rinne, 2006; Na & Hample, 2016). Therefore, this study uses a definition 
that views social integration as one of the basic processes in all groups within the social reality. 
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The theory of communicative action as a whole is a theoretical synthesis and a critical commentary 
on previous sociological and philosophical explanations about the structure of social reality and the role 
of social sciences in relation to the theory’s ontological premises. For example, Habermas (1981/1987) 
discussed the works of Alfred Schuzt, Émile Durkheim, Talcott Parsons, and Max Weber, which are all 
significant representatives of modern sociology. Based on these works, Habermas (1981/1987) 
presented his own understanding of how reality is reproduced and shaped through communication. The 
theory of communicative action has been described as one of the most notable and transformative 
theories in social sciences (e.g., Gibson, 1986; Outhwaite, 1996; Wellmer, 2014). However, the theory 
has not been widely used in educational sciences despite being found beneficial for conceptualizing 
various aspects of social life in diverse types of educational contexts (see e.g., Bevan, 2013; Carr & 
Kemmis, 1986; Caspersz & Olaru, 2015; Deakin Crick & Joldersma, 2007; Han, 2002, Kemmis, 
McTaggart, & Nixon, 2014; Terry, 1997; see also Ongstad, 2010). For gaining new insights, this study 
uses the notions depicted in the theory of communicative action and in social reality as a lifeworld to 
extend the current understanding about the creation of membership in a school community. The 
following subsections analyze the theory’s elements that are considered central for identifying processes 
of membership through schoolwide events. 
2.2.1 Theory of communicative action 
Following the starting points of social constructionism, social reality in the theory of communicative 
action is created in interpersonal communication and actions among people (Habermas, 1981/1984, 
1981/1987). The two key ideas of the theory of communicative action are the ontological concepts of 
the “system” and the “lifeworld.” Habermas (1981/1987) adopted these concepts from previous scholars 
but redefined their meanings and relationship with each other. “Systems” constitute a notion adopted by 
Habermas (1981/1987) from Parsons (1951/1991) to refer to institutionalized forms of society. 
According to Habermas (1981/1987), “systems” refer to institutions that are operated under rational 
aims; they have clearly defined goals and processes that aim for these goals. These include primarily 
bureaucratic organizations, such as banks, states, or the military (Habermas, 1981/1987). This means 
that the communication within systems is controlled and focused on certain predefined aims instead of 
being an open discussion. In addition to the systems, social reality consists of the lifeworld, which refers 
to the (free-formed) settings or contexts of everyday interactions (Habermas, 1981/1984, 1981/1987). 
In these lifeworld contexts, people aim to attain a shared understanding of a situation without predefined 
solutions. Although this does not mean that the lifeworld has no rules or guidelines of any sort, the issues 
controlling interpersonal relationships in lifeworld contexts are decided through negotiations and 
disruptions emerging from in-group communication (Habermas, 1981/1987). 
 As can be observed from Habermas’ (1981/1987) extensive overview of previous studies, as well as 
from Scott’s (2011, pp. 11−35) review, the ideas related to language as means to produce mutually 
shared understandings and to culture as a depository of this knowledge are not new. Nonetheless, they 
have been discussed by various scholars since the Antiquity and especially since the 19th century (e.g., 
Bauman, 1973; see also Camic & Joas, 2004). However, the unique feature of Habermas’ (1981/1987) 
theory is the conceptual framework that combines the notions of systems and the lifeworld in the study 
of social reality. From these theoretical starting points, schoolwide events can be perceived as occurring 
at the interface of systems and lifeworld aspects of school life. On one hand, the events are developed 
in the lifeworld context through communicative actions as students and teachers plan and execute the 
programs through reciprocal interaction. On the other hand, schoolwide events, celebrations, and theme 
days in particular are regulated by the institutional rules of the schools. (Habermas, 1987, Carr & 
Kemmis, 1986).Communicative action is, therefore, a fundamental element of group-formation in all 
aspects of life, including schools.  
The notion of communicative action itself refers to the ways that people aim to reach consensus about 
the issues at hand and perform actions according to these mutually agreed decisions (Habermas, 
1981/1987). For a claim to be accepted as valid, it needs to be in line with the speakers’ and the listeners’ 
experiences of the physical world, their personal experiences of acting in the world, and the theories 
10 
 
presented to explain the concrete world. The premises are evaluated against the knowledge received 
from the cultural sphere that serves as a background of communicative action (Habermas, 1981/1987; 
Terry, 1997). Habermas (1981/1987, p. 148) clarified this argument as follows:  
 
Every process of reaching understanding takes place against the background of a culturally pre-
ingrained understanding. This background knowledge remains unproblematic as a whole; only 
that part of the stock of knowledge that participants make use of and thematise at a given time is 
put to [the] test. To the extent that definitions of situations are negotiated by participants 
themselves, this thematic segment of the lifeworld is at their disposal with the negotiation of 
each new definition of the situation. 
 
These premises follow the social constructionist view of social life as a continuum that is shaped by 
interpersonal communication and subsequent actions (see also Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Parsons, 
1951/1991; Weber, 1964). From this social construction of reality through interpersonal communication, 
it also follows that people’s relationships with others are reflected on their relations with themselves and 
constitute the personal development of individuals (Habermas, 1981/1987, p. 10). This is based on the 
idea that people are able to internalize the experiences of others through linguistic symbols that are 
generated in interaction and stored in cultural traditions (Habermas, 1981/1987; see also Parsons, 
1951/1991).  
According to this theory, communicative actions and the social processes of group cohesion and 
memberships take place in all forms of life—work, school, and general interpersonal encounters when 
people aim to reach a mutual understanding with others (Habermas, 1981/1987; see also Kemmis, 
Taggart, & Nixon, 2014, p. 35). One of the ways that the need for mutual agreements becomes visible 
in schools is through projects and group works, such as schoolwide events, that require students with 
different types of backgrounds and personalities to work together (see eg. Gundara & Sharma, 2013). 
This study focuses on the social processes related to schoolwide events and their contributions to 
students’ experiences of membership in a school community. 
2.2.2 The lifeworld  
According to the theory of communicative action (Habermas, 1981/1987), the social reality of the 
lifeworld can be characterized by three structural components called “culture,” “society,” and 
“personality,” as illustrated in Table 1.  
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Table 1. Structural components and reproductive process of the lifeworld (Habermas, 1981/1987).  
 
 
The notion of culture in the theory refers to the background resources of values, ideas, and concepts 
that people use in their communication, not to any particular cultural system or tradition, as Habermas 
(1981/1987, p. 138) clarified:  
 
I use the term culture for the stock of knowledge from which participants 
in communication supply themselves with interpretations as they come to 
an understanding about something in the world. I use the term society for 
the legitimate orders through which participants regulate their 
memberships in social groups and thereby secure solidarity. By 
personality I understand the competence that makes a subject capable of 
speaking and acting that puts him in a position to take part in processes of 
reaching understanding and thereby to assert his own identity.  
In other words, people always have certain concepts and mindsets that they acquire from their 
surroundings. These pre-understandings influence how people think of and conceptualize issues and 
communicate about them. The societal level refers to society’s operations that guide people’s actions 
toward the kind of behavior that complies with the cultural-level consensus. Cultural-level values and 
ideals are thus integrated into societal institutions. The level of personality pertains to individuals who 
constantly create their identities in relation to their understanding of the surrounding world. In the 
original theory of communicative action, the structural components of the lifeworld are identified as 
culture, society, and the personality (Habermas, 1981/1987), but for this study’s purposes, the middle 
level was modified to refer to the school community as this was the particular context of the societal 
sphere that this study investigated. Likewise, in this study the level of personality is referred to as the 
level of “the person” as this study focuses on the relationships between the group and the individual 
from the perspective of social integration but does not tackle the question of identity and personality 
construction from a psychological perspective. According to the theory (Habermas, 1981/1987) the 
cultural-level resources and social patterns of action are thus linked to the personal experiences and 
psychological personality of an individual. 
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 These three levels of the lifeworld depict different aspects of social reality but are also intertwined; 
changes in one influence the others. This means that in the process of accepting certain claims as valid, 
people test not only the standards of rationality but also the “standards for the solidarity of members and 
for the identity of socialized individuals” (Habermas, 1981/1987, pp. 139–146). If mutual understanding 
is not reached or if the agreements are being questioned, this situation will disrupt the established order 
and lead to changes within the lifeworld (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Habermas, 1981/1987). However, it is 
noteworthy that for the reproduction of the lifeworld, both situations of agreement and disagreement are 
relevant because they each influence the development of the lifeworld. As Habermas pointed out, the 
“stability and absence of ambiguity are rather the exception in the communicative practice of everyday 
life” (1981/1984, p. 100). A complete sense of cohesion and mutual understanding is, thus, an ideal that 
is rarely fulfilled in actual everyday life (Habermas, 1981/1984). In relation to the school context, 
Kemmis and colleagues (2014, p. 35) pointed out that consensus could be reached in many ways, but 
over time, the once-settled agreements would become unstable.  
Communicative action therefore often takes place when people become confused about the current 
situation or recognize the feeling that something is “not quite right” and needs to be investigated 
(Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 35). Thus, through questioning, the forms or patterns of the lifeworld become 
visible and new forms of action may be called for (Habermas, 1981/1987; Kemmis et al., 2014). For 
instance, such new forms can include the ways that schoolwide events are organized. Likewise, from 
the postmodern and poststructuralist perspective, becoming aware of the complexity of contexts and 
networks that influence the individual’s experiences is central for enhancing teachers’ critical literacy 
of educational practices and renewing practices (Andreotti, 2014; 2010).    
This study focuses on the lifeworld aspects of schoolwide events to identify and conceptualize how 
processes that occur at the three levels (culture, society/school community, and person) can contribute 
to students’ experiences of memberships. The viewpoints used for this are discussed in detail in the 
following subsection, focusing on the definition of social integration.  
2.2.3 Social integration  
In addition to the structural components, Table 1 presents the three main processes through which 
communicative action reproduces the lifeworld. These interactive processes, through which speakers 
and listeners estimate validity claims by evaluating their fit or misfit in relation to the objective, 
subjective, and social worlds (Habermas, 1981/1987, pp. 140–144), are called “cultural reproduction,” 
“social integration,” and “socialization.” All three processes are related to one another and take place 
simultaneously in all of the structural components of culture, society, and the personality. All three 
processes also co-exist in the social reality of schools and thus in schoolwide events.  
This study’s main interest is the reproductive process of social integration (see middle row of Table 
1) since through social integration, a group forms a collective identity and becomes united (Habermas, 
1981/1987, pp. 140–145; see also Bauman, 1973, pp. 107–120). This study applies the notion of social 
integration to investigate the aims and practices related to schoolwide events. Starting from the level of 
the person (the rightmost column in Table 1), social integration is carried out through the “reproduction 
of patterns of social memberships” (Habermas, 1981/1987, pp. 140–144). This refers to the solidarity 
that creates a stable group identity among the members. In this study, personal level experiences of 
social integration involves elements of schoolwide events that reinforce students’ positive experiences 
of the school as a community and support their sense of membership in it, for example, through positive 
inter-personal interaction. The counterprocess of “alienation” pertains to experiences that reduce the 
person’s sense of belonging to the group. In relation to schoolwide events, alienation can be caused, for 
example, by negative and discriminatory encounters that the students experience during these events.  
At the societal level, social integration is carried out by “coordination of actions via intersubjectively 
recognized validity claims” (Habermas, 1981/1987, pp. 140–144). This means that certain cultural 
values are used as bases for evaluating and performing actions within the group. In this study, the 
societal level refers to the level of school community. The “legitimately ordered interpersonal 
relationships” (Table 1) entail in this study the practices of organizing schoolwide events, including how 
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responsibility is shared and how students are involved in both the preparation process and the events. 
The counterprocess of anomies at the societal level refers to the loss of moral guidance within the group. 
In this study, it concerns the practices of event planning and preparation that seem unfair or meaningless 
to the students.  
At the cultural level, social integration is enacted through the “immunization of [the] central stock 
of value orientation” (Habermas, 1981/1987, pp. 140–144), referring to a situation in which certain 
values are regarded as moral obligations. These obligations support the creation of and provide the moral 
foundation for a collective identity among the group members (Habermas, 1981/1987, pp. 140–144). 
Regarding the aims of schoolwide events, values are often represented by symbols, such as national 
and/or cultural traditions (eg. flags, national anthems, hymns), that are used to support the sense of 
community within a group (see also McMillan & Chavis, 1986). In addition to objects, the use of the 
Finnish language is also one form of national symbols that has also become an institutional characteristic 
of (Finnish speaking) schools in Finland (see eg. Hobsbawm, 1996). Therefore, in this study, the 
cultural-level obligations entail the consensus about the content and purpose of having schoolwide 
events, and the ways in which this consensus is upheld through shared traditions and values. These 
underlying values and moral obligations also include the internalized attitudes toward schoolwide events 
and the recognition given to them as aspects of the school life since these can contribute to the creation 
of collectivity within the school community. The counterprocess of ”unsettling of collective identity” 
refers to elements and issues that work against the creation of community within the school, and in this 
study, in schoolwide events. These include unclear aims and purposes attached to schoolwide events, 
among others.  
As mentioned, the social reality of the lifeworld is reproduced by the two other processes of cultural 
reproduction and socialization. These are briefly presented here because they are not the main focus of 
this study. However, it is important to recognize their existence since social integration is entwined with 
them, and each of the processes contributes to the reproduction of the lifeworld. Cultural reproduction 
occurs through the “transmission, critique, [and] acquisition of cultural knowledge” at the cultural level 
by renewing “knowledge effective for legitimation” at the societal level and by reproducing “knowledge 
relevant to child rearing [and] education” at the personal level (Habermas, 1981/1987, pp. 140–144). 
This means that the values regarded as important within the social group are integrated into societal 
institutions, such as schools, where they are passed on to the individual through educational practices. 
The processes disrupting cultural reproduction are the “loss of meaning” at the cultural level, the 
“withdrawal of legitimation” at the societal level, and “crisis in orientation and education” at the 
personal level (Habermas, 1981/1987, pp. 140–145). The process of cultural reproduction thus refers to 
the ways in which shared knowledge is constructed and used as the basis for actions among people. In 
relation to schoolwide events and event-related activities, cultural reproduction becomes visible, for 
example, in the ways that schoolwide events play a role in the educational system as means for 
transmitting the general values and aims that are considered important in society. In addition to the 
official curricula, cultural reproduction takes place in the hidden curriculum, which concerns the 
underlying values that are viewed as essential in society but are not necessarily written down (Sari & 
Doğanay, 2009). In relation to schoolwide events, these include the importance of providing students 
with positive and memorable experiences in schools, the recognition of the significance of holding joint 
activities in schools, as well as the ways in which it is considered polite to pay attention to the programs 
in which others are performing.   
Whereas cultural reproduction takes its form mainly within the institutional or formal structures of 
society, the reproductive process of socialization is enacted in the relationship between the personal 
identities of individuals and the surrounding world. The socialization process at the cultural level is 
called “interpretive accomplishments,” referring to the ways that people interpret their personal 
experiences and life histories in relation to the collective interpretations upheld by the group. According 
to Habermas (1981/1987), the success of this process can be evaluated according to the “rationality of 
knowledge” that results in a consistent interpretation when undertaken in a strong way. At the societal 
level, the socialization process takes the form of “motivations for actions that conform to norms” and 
maintain solidarity among the group members (Habermas, 1981/1987, pp. 140–145). At the level of 
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personality, the process is carried out through “interactive capabilities (“personal identity”), referring to 
how an adult personality responds to the views of the lifeworld (Habermas, 1981/1987, pp. 140–145). 
The processes disrupting the cohesion between the personal and the collective views of the lifeworld 
are the “rupture of tradition” at the cultural level, the “withdrawal of motivation” at the societal level, 
and “psychopathologies” at the personal level (Habermas, 1981/1987, pp. 140–145). These mean that 
traditions and values that had been previously perceived as valuable are no longer considered important 
and motivating. At the personal level, the dissonance between cultural values and an individual’s views 
may lead to extreme distress that may result in mental illnesses (Habermas, 1981/1987, pp. 140–145). 
In relation to schoolwide events, the socialization process can be regarded as culminating in the students’ 
personal-level identification with the elements presented at these events. For example, the content and 
purpose of schoolwide events can either support or disrupt the students’ identification with the school 
and the surrounding society, depending on how these elements relate to the individuals’ previous 
experiences and their ways of perceiving themselves as part of the school community. 
As can be observed from these depictions, the different levels of culture, the school community, and 
the person, along with their related reproductive processes, are intertwined in many ways. However, by 
focusing on social integration, it is possible to identify and reveal some of the key ways that schoolwide 
events contribute to the creation of membership through shared values, school practices, and students’ 
personal experiences of social memberships. The identification of the various dimensions related to the 
social reality in schools and schoolwide events and event-related activities is important for developing 
current practices, as well as for expanding teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge related to these 
events (see Atjonen, Korkeakoski, & Mehtäläinen, 2011; Carr & Kemmis, 1986). Whereas this 
subsection has presented the sociological perspectives related to the creation of membership as a 
multifaceted group process, the next subsection takes a psychological look at the role played by 
membership in individual lives.  
2.3 Sense of membership from the psychological perspective   
The underlying assumption behind social constructionism (Berger & Luckmann, 1967) and Habermas’ 
(1981/1984, 1981/1987) theory of communicative action is that people need and desire to be part of 
groups and to form memberships in them. In addition to philosophical presuppositions, psychological 
studies have found the need to create and maintain positive interpersonal relationships with others as 
one of the basic motivations of humans (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). For 
example, Baumeister and Leary (1995) tested the hypothesis regarding people’s motivation to belong in 
the light of empirical studies and drew the conclusion about humans’ basic motivation to form positive 
and lasting interpersonal relationships with other people. The sense of membership can therefore be 
supported in the school community through practices and experiences that lead to a sense of inclusion 
and mutual appreciation (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Goodenow, 1993; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 
In the educational setting, several concepts have been applied to investigate students’ experiences in 
their school as a social community. The concepts that are widely used as synonyms include students’ 
sense of membership (Goodenow, 1993), having a sense of connectedness to the school (see e.g., Bond 
et al., 2007; Lester, Waters, & Cross., 2013; Rowe & Stewart, 2011), feeling part of the school 
community (Osterman, 2000; Roffey, 2013; Sancho & Cline, 2012), and being engaged with the school 
(Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 2008; Lam et al., 2012; Ryzin, Gravely, & Roseth, 2009; Upadyaya 
& Salmela-Aro, 2013). In this study, the main concept of membership is examined in relation to 
schoolwide events and event-related activities and regarded as synonymous with the sense of belonging. 
However, as mentioned in the introduction, the notion of membership is used as a primary term in this 
study.  
2.3.1 Creating membership through schoolwide events 
The way that students see their school as a social and emotional environment is important for both the 
individual’s wellbeing and the surrounding society. According to a wide range of international studies, 
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students’ sense of belonging to their school is in many ways related to their motivational and behavioral 
outcomes and can also predict these (e.g., Allodi, 2010; Appleton et al., 2008; Burke & Kao, 2013; 
Estell & Perdue, 2013; Fredrickson, Simmonds, Evans, & Soulby, 2007; Jose et al., 2012; Prince & 
Hadwin, 2013; Reyes et al., 2012; Sari, 2012; Sherman et al., 2013; Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013; 
van Houtte & van Miele, 2012). Longitudinal studies, for example, from the US, Australia, and New 
Zealand, have found students’ sense of membership to be related with several academic and non-
academic features of their lives, such as their motivation for learning, level of academic achievements, 
school conduct, health behavior, and general future orientation (cf. Bond et al., 2007; Crespo et al., 
2013; McNeely & Falci, 2004; Sari, 2012). A strong sense of belonging to the school has been shown 
to be positively related to students’ general life satisfaction (Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013), whereas 
a weak sense of belonging is associated with increased risks of school dropouts and health problems 
(Bond et al., 2007; Korhonen, Linnanmäki, & Aunio, 2014; Langille, Rasic, Kisely, Flowerde, & 
Cobbett, 2012; Lester et al., 2013; McNeely & Falci, 2004). Although the majority of studies on school 
belonging have been conducted in the US, recent research also includes data from several other 
countries, such as Belgium, the Netherlands, Peru, Australia, Iran, and China (Babakhani, 2014; Bond 
et al., 2007; Cueto, Guerrero, Sugimaru, & Zevallos, 2010; Demanet & Van Houtte, 2012; Liu & Lu, 
2011; Meeuwisse et al., 2010; Rowe & Stewart, 2011).  
Moreover, students’ experiences of school membership have been studied internationally in the 
OECD’s Programme of International Students Assessment (PISA). The PISA test is held every third 
year to evaluate 15-year-old students’ knowledge in specific target areas (OECD, 2013). Although the 
test focuses on academic skills, such as literacy, mathematics, and science, it also includes areas 
highlighting the school as a learning environment. In 2003 and 2012, the PISA test included questions 
about students’ engagement, measured through the dimensions of belonging and participation in school. 
The dimension included nine questions, such as “I feel like an outsider (or left out of things) at school,” 
“I make friends easily at school,” “I feel like I belong at school,” and “I feel lonely at school” (OECD, 
2013, p. 52). The findings showed that students’ experiences of school belonging had mainly decreased 
internationally over the last decade (OECD, 2013). In addition to the general decline of the sense of 
school belonging in 31 countries, the study showed that students’ experiences had polarized, both across 
and within schools (OECD, 2013). This means that whereas some students were doing very well in their 
school communities, others were faring poorly. Despite the need for the PISA test results to be evaluated 
critically due to the narrow use of questions and the difficulty of reliably comparing the elements of 
belonging across settings (OECD, 2013, p. 53), the results show some clear international trends 
regarding the polarization of students’ memberships, both within and across schools. The need to 
enhance students’ sense of school belonging is also topical in Finland, where learning outcomes have 
been high, but the scores for belonging and school enjoyment have traditionally been notably low 
(Kämppi et al., 2012; OECD, 2013).  
Likewise, a noteworthy development path is students’ decreasing engagement with their school as 
they advance from middle to high school (Wang & Eccles, 2012). Similar tendencies have been found 
in Finland, where primary school children have a higher level of enjoyment in school than secondary 
school students (Harinen & Halme, 2012). It is also noteworthy that girls tend to show higher levels of 
school engagement than boys on an international scale (Lam et al., 2012). However, studies have also 
shown that the elements affecting students’ sense of membership and belonging are both person- and 
school-related factors and that relationships between these are complex. For example, according to Ma 
(2003), the most important predictors explaining Canadian students’ sense of belonging were their self-
esteem and general health. Therefore, the school’s physical characteristics were less important than the 
student-related characteristics (Ma, 2003). However, other studies have shown the relationships to be 
more complex and dependent on the context. For example, in Cemalcilar’s (2010) study involving 
Turkish middle-school students, those who attended schools catering to a high socioeconomic class 
perceived the schools’ social factors as more influential to their sense of belonging than physical factors, 
whereas students enrolled in schools accommodating a low socioeconomic class regarded physical 
factors as more important than social ones. Thus, the complex question of how membership can be 
supported for all students should be approached from various angles.  
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In addition to person- and school-related characteristics, some studies have shown that both formal 
and informal activities in school are essential for students’ experiences of membership (Meeuwisse et 
al., 2010; Tinto, 1997). For example, an intervention study in Australian primary, secondary, and special 
needs schools in the early 2000s found the “whole-school approach” as the most successful strategy for 
advancing students’ sense of connectedness with other members of the school community (Rowe & 
Stewart, 2009, 2011). In their findings, events that included “the entire school community” were found 
to be especially significant (Rowe & Stewart, 2009). The success of these events was based on the fact 
that the interactions happening on these occasions allowed the members of the school community to 
engage with one another, which enhanced their mutual understanding and thus promoted positive 
contacts (Rowe & Stewart, 2009, 2011). Similar findings from recent studies in Finland indicated that 
students’ participation in co-curricular activities, such as tutor programs, school plays, and sport 
competitions, could be notable occasions for advancing their sense of involvement, relatedness, and 
wellbeing in school (Pyhältö et al., 2010; Westling et al., 2013).  
These results thus show that the importance of school activities in supporting membership extends 
far beyond regular classroom work. These findings also demonstrate that how the school operates as a 
social community influences individuals’ experiences of membership in it and vice versa (see Hymel et 
al., 2015; Rowe & Stewart, 2011). However, studies have paid little attention to investigating the ways 
that school events could support the creation of a positive sense of community and cohesion at the 
whole-school level. Therefore, this study focuses on the role of schoolwide events as possible means of 
supporting students’ sense of membership in their school community. Since schoolwide events represent 
a specific form of schoolwork, the following subsection addresses how the content of schoolwide events 
can either establish or hinder the sense of membership.  
2.4 Intercultural perspectives on cultural memberships 
Questions of how much and in what ways cultural and religious traditions and symbols can and should 
be visible in schools are topical in many European countries, including Finland, as well as in parts of 
the US (Berry, 2011; Hao, 2009; Jackson, 2008; McGoldrick, 2011; Walton 2013; Whittaker et al., 
2009). These discussions can be seen to relate to the fact that one of the aspects of membership is a 
“common symbol system” that is used to recognize who belongs to the community and who is an 
outsider (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, pp. 9−11, see also Becker, Enders-Comberg, Wagner, Christ, & 
Butz, 2012). According to the theory of social representations, groups share certain mindsets and 
patterns of action that help their members perceive the relations between objects and meanings in a 
similar way (Howarth, 2006; Moscovici, 1988/2000). Similarly, the theory of communicative action 
discusses culture to consist of shared understandings that can be perceived to include the socially shared 
symbols and representations marking the group (Habermas, 1981/1987; Howarth, 2006; Becker et al. 
2012). The notion of social representations refers to the connection between the visual and a symbolic 
aspects of elements (Moscovici, 1988/2000). An example of this is the way an image of a flag is used 
as a symbol for national identity (Becker et al. 2012; Lehtonen 2000; Moscovici, 1988/2000). The role 
of symbols, such as the use of language, images, and other artifacts, in creating membership is notable 
as studies have shown that cultural, national, or ethnic groups are never purely (if at all) biological by 
nature but, instead, based on a socially created and shared idea of group identity1 (e.g. Gillespie, 
Howarth, & Cornish, 2012, Hall, 1999; Hobsbawm, 1996; Huysseune, 2010; Paatela-Nieminen, 
Itkonen, & Talib, 2016).  
However, social psychological theories from the 1980s onward have increasingly proposed that 
people have several social identities, including national, cultural, religious, ethnic, gender, and class 
identities, and intersections of these identities (e.g., Hall, 1999; Howard, 2000; Zimmerman, 2014). 
Studies have also pointed out that these identities and their intersections are flexible by nature (Howard, 
                                                             
1 In Finland the idea of a national community was implemented especially through the nationalistic movement in 
19th century, particularly by creating “Finnish” symbols, icons, and histories through various forms of arts and 
the Finnish language (e.g. Ehrnrooth, 1999; Klinge, 1999; Raivo, 1999). 
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2000; Nagel, 1994; Stets & Burke, 2000; Taylor & Usborne, 2010). This means that people’s various 
identities are changeable, may occur simultaneously, and even contradict one another (Crisp & 
Hewstone, 2000, Dervin, 2011; Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 2002; Gillespie, Howarth, & Cornish, 2012; 
Taylor & Usborne, 2010). According to Bauman (2011, p. 11), in the current time of “liquid modernity,” 
cultures are no longer solid entities; instead, they need to be viewed as constantly changing, fluid 
systems. For example, studies on young people show that students depict issues of “lifestyle” and 
“identity” as matters on which they can decide themselves (Aldenmyr, Jepson Wigg, & Olson, 2012; 
Colombo, Domaneschi, & Marchetti, 2011). In this regard, the formation of cultural identities is a 
continuous process (e.g., Bradatan, Popan, & Melton, 2010, p. 176; Dervin, 2011; Dervin, Paatela-
Nieminen, Kuoppala, & Riitaoja, 2012). For example, young people view culture as identification with 
the group that entails the “habitus and learned and acquired traditions” (Colombo, 2010, p. 140, italics 
in the original text). These findings underline issues of culture to consist primarily of shared ideas, 
values, and practices (see also Habermas, 1981/1987). The also bring forward the connected nature of 
various social identities and propose questions about the cultures and cultural memberships should be 
represented in schools. 
The way in which cultural and national memberships are discussed and represented in educational 
sciences is a core question of intercultural education or critical multicultural education as these refer to 
educational goals and pedagogical practices that aim to take students’ diverse “cultural” backgrounds 
into account in education (Davis, Pyak, & Bui, 2012; Demerath & Mattheis, 2012; Seeberg & Minick, 
2012; Yuen, 2010). One of the main aims of multicultural/intercultural education in its critical 
pedagogical approach is to raise awareness about the ways that educational content and values are not 
neutral; instead, they usually represent the majority’s perspective, leaving other voices unheard. Critical 
intercultural education therefore aims to go beyond the categorization of values, habits, or people into 
clear-cut social groups, based on their “culture,” cultural origins, or other background features (Dervin, 
2011; Dervin et al., 2012). The ability to identify differences and similarities, both within and across 
traditions, is particularly important from this perspective (Dervin et al., 2012; Perry & Southwell, 2011). 
As Banks (2012) and Coulby (2006) pointed out that multicultural/intercultural education should be the 
starting point of all academic activities, this requirement needs to be extended also schoolwide events 
and event-related activities. Therefore, it is topical to investigate how the representations of culture 
within schoolwide events are perceived as “shared meanings” by the teachers and students and, if yes, 
how these representations can support students’ experiences of membership in the school and 
surrounding communities (Kuusisto, Poulter, & Kallioniemi, 2016).   
2.4.1 Questions of pluralism in memberships and representations 
This study uses the notion of culture to describe a combination of various sets of values, worldviews, 
and habits that change over time (Dervin, 2011, pp. 39−40; Howarth, 2006; Moscovici, 1988/2000).  
From this perspective, cultural communities are supported by shared understandings of symbolic 
meanings related to objects as well as to ideas (eg. religious and/or political ideologies) (see eg. Hall, 
1999). However, since the boundaries of social groups and identities are not fixed, it also follows that 
socially shared representations of culture and the meaning attached to them change over time and, in 
addition to reflecting the idea of community, they also construct it (Gillespie, Howarth, & Cornish, 
2012).).  
The ways in which cultural representations are used in schoolwide events to create a sense of 
membership, both within the school and in relation to the surrounding society is topical as the 
borderlines between cultural, national, and religious traditions and artifacts are blurred in many countries 
and have become topics of debate (Berry, 2011; Hao, 2009; Hartenstein, 1992; Jackson, 2008; 
McGoldrick, 2011; Poulter, 2013; Russo & Mawdsley, 2001; Walton, Priest, & Paradies, 2013; 
Whittaker, Salend, & Elhoweris, 2009). The role of symbols as markers of membership become 
particularly visible when discussing the role of religious-based traditions or artefacts in schools that 
follow a secular ideology and/or have a multicultural student population (McGoldrick, 2011). This poses 
challenges for the schools because schoolwide events are often organized around traditions and rituals 
18 
 
that have historically promoted community cohesion, but in the current times increased international 
mobility, secularism, and “liquid” culture, these traditions may have lost their meaning (e.g., Bauman, 
2011; Etzioni, 2004; Habermas, 1981/1987).  
However, another problem concerns the fact that studies have found that school celebrations that 
have been designed to be “multicultural” rarely promote genuine recognition of diversity and learning 
about different traditions (Andreouli, Howarth, & Sonn, 2014; Tarozzi, 2012). Instead, the traditions of 
minority groups are easily represented through miscellaneous fairs that merely focus on extrinsic 
characteristics (e.g., clothes and food) of cultures  and leave cultural knowledge at the level of tokens 
(Kromidas, 2011; Tarozzi, 2012). This kind of representation of cultures can be regarded as harmful 
since it may result in simplistic notions of culture and undermine the ways that people experience their 
memberships in various social groups. These types of events may even lead to the strengthening of 
cultural stereotypes and to the labeling of some people as representatives of “the other cultures” despite 
people’s own thoughts about the matter (see Kuusisto & Kallioniemi, 2014). As schools should be places 
where citizenship is exercised “in practice” (Hope, 2012; Kangas, 2010), the ways in which cultural 
communities are represented in school, and how students are encouraged to affiliate with these 
communities, are notable questions from the perspective of membership in a school community, as well 
as within citizenship education at large (see also Deakin & Joldersma, 2007).  
 To investigate how schoolwide events can contribute to the creation of membership from an 
intercultural perspective, this study applies Bleszynska’s (2008) definition of intercultural education as 
a means to cover questions from the “macro-social,” “mezzo-social,” and “micro-social” dimensions of 
reality. The macro-social dimension refers to global questions of cultural awareness and respect for 
others. The mezzo level consists of national questions and strategies for supporting social equality in 
society. The micro level concerns individual-level experiences of intercultural contacts (Bleszynska, 
2008). Following this categorization, this study views schoolwide events as possible contexts for 
providing students with opportunities to reflect their identities and create memberships in local, national, 
and even global communities, depending on how the events are held. However, as argued in the 
preceding subsection, people’s various social identities are often merged. This makes it important to 
consider how schoolwide events reflect and support cultural representations and define memberships in 
local and global communities (eg. Andreouli, Howarth, & Sonn, 2014). Therefore, this study 
investigates the role of cultural representations in schoolwide activities in the Finnish context. The 
following section provides an overview about the questions particularly related to the Finnish basic 
education.  
2.4.2 Cultural representations in schoolwide activities 
In Finland, questions related to the representation of cultural heritage and the complexities in cultural 
affiliations have gained attention since the 1990s when a historically large amount of newcomers 
immigrated to the country. Although minorities such as Jews, the Sami people, the Roma, and the Tatar 
Muslims have been living in Finland for centuries (e.g., Kuusisto, Poulter, & Kallioniemi, 2016; 
Kuusisto, in press), the societal situation has changed from this “old” diversity to a “new” one, with an 
increasing pluralism of students’ mother tongues and worldviews (Kuusisto, in press; Lappalainen, 
2009). This new form of diversity has become an important aspect of Finnish society, at the levels of 
both policies and practices in schools and workplaces (Pitkänen, 2008). In addition to the pluralism of 
languages, the increased diversity in Finland and in many other countries is most visible in the higher 
numbers of represented religions and worldviews (e.g., Lappalainen, 2009; Riitaoja, 2012; von 
Brömssen & Olgac, 2016).  
In Finland, the question of religious pluralism is particularly notable, considering the Evangelical-
Lutheran Church’s strong historical position in the country and its influence on the Finnish school 
system in many ways (e.g., Heininen & Heikkilä, 2005; Isosaari, 1970). Following this historical 
tradition, the majority of Finns today belong to the Lutheran Church. This also means that the majority 
of Finnish students take part in Evangelical-Lutheran religious education in school because religious 
education is organized according to each student’s affiliation. However, the percentage of people 
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belonging to other religious groups had increased from around 10.2% (660,000) in the 1990s to 24.3% 
(1.2 million) in 2015 (Official Statistics of Finland, 2015, 2016). Likewise, the number of people 
affiliated with non-Christian religious communities increased from 0.9% (around 44,000) to 1.6% (over 
80,000) between 1990 and 2014 (Official Statistics of Finland, 2013, 2015). It should also be noted that 
these statistics are only directional due to a large number of people who are practitioners of religions 
but do not belong to any official congregation (Jalovaara & Martikainen, 2010). This increase in 
religious diversity is important, considering that questions about worldviews are topical in many 
countries and the understanding of diverse religions and worldviews can be considered an essential 
element of citizenship skills for people living in a globalized world (Poulter & Kallioniemi, 2014; 
Verkuyten, Thijs, & Stevens, 2012). 
The aspects related to religious traditions in schoolwide events and especially in celebrations are 
therefore important when considering the educational aims and possibilities that these events provide 
for intercultural and interreligious learning and for the creation of memberships at local and global levels 
(e.g., Bleszynska, 2008; Seeberg & Minick, 2012). In the Finnish context, one of the traditions that is 
most notably debated in the media is the singing of a hymn (Suvivirsi in Finnish) at the end-of-term 
spring celebrations in all Finnish-speaking kindergartens and schools. The song has become a source of 
conflict; according to critics, singing the hymn in a schoolwide activity is inappropriate in schools that 
should follow a secular ideology. However, according to official guidelines, the hymn is perceived as 
representing a Finnish tradition; therefore, its use does not violate students’ freedom of religion (e.g., 
FNBE, 2016; Seppo, 2003). Since the song has become a topic of conflict, some schools have stopped 
using it as part of their spring celebrations, whereas others only sing the verses without reference to 
God, and in several schools, the rendition of the whole song has no special arrangements. These debates 
exist regardless of the official guidelines. 
These debates are notable because they bring forward the way in which the use of symbols may 
conflict with the general aim of having inclusive schoolwide activities. The notion of inclusion refers to 
practices that support the participation of all students, regardless of their abilities, disabilities, 
backgrounds, or other features (e.g., DeLuca, 2013; Erkilic & Durak, 2013, Hyder & Tissot, 2013; 
Roffey, 2013). However, as pointed out by Eztioni (2004, p. 16), holidays do not necessarily serve as 
integrative elements of society in times of pluralistic traditions and practices, nor do they need to. It is, 
nonetheless, topical to discuss whether or not school celebrations should serve as integrative elements 
of the whole school community. Therefore, this study investigates students’ and teachers’ viewpoints 
related to the role of schoolwide events in creating membership. 
2.5 Summary of theoretical viewpoints 
This study investigates the creation of membership from the perspectives of social integration, sense of 
school belonging, and the educational question of cultural representations as symbols of social groups. 
Figure 2 illustrates the theoretical viewpoints and their key elements used to investigate the creation of 
membership through schoolwide events.  
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Figure 2. Multidisciplinary framework and their key concepts used to study the creation of membership 
through schoolwide events. 
 
Whereas social integration is used in this study to approach the creation of membership from the 
perspective of in-group interactions, the psychologically oriented framework of belonging approaches 
the question from individual students’ experiences of membership, particularly in relation to peers. The 
framework of intercultural education is used to investigate how cultural symbols and representations are 
used to create and signify social groups and memberships through schoolwide events.  
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3 Research design 
Following the epistemological underpinnings of this study (see Section 2), it is important to use a variety 
of approaches to study the social world. Therefore, this study uses a mixed-method framework and 
methodological triangulation for investigating the phenomenon (e.g., Cohen, Mannion, & Morrison, 
2007; Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009; Yoshikawa, Weisner, Kalil, & Way, 2008). The main study’s findings 
are based on three studies that address the creation of memberships in school communities through 
schoolwide events from various perspectives. Whereas each of the three studies focuses on one type of 
data, the data collection and analysis procedures are in many ways intertwined, and the findings from 
the different data sets are triangulated to determine if and how they relate to one another. The following 
subsections present the main study’s objectives, the participants, and types of data used to answer the 
research questions. For clarity, an overview of the original studies is presented first, followed by a more 
in-depth description of each study. Next, questions about the trustworthiness of the data and ethical 
considerations are discussed in relation to the whole study.  
3.1 Aims of this study 
This study investigates the creation of membership from the theoretical perspectives of social 
integration, sense of belonging, and intercultural education. The study approaches the question from 
students’ and teachers’ viewpoints. At the beginning of the research procedure, the study was planned 
to answer questions regarding the cultural representations and their role in times of changing cultural 
identities and fluid experiences of community and membership. However, as the study proceeded from 
the teacher interviews to address students’ experiences, it quickly became obvious that the students 
approached the role and purpose of school celebrations and other types of whole-school events from 
different perspectives than the teachers. Whereas the teachers emphasized the educational importance 
of traditional celebrations, the students viewed them primarily as social events where the content was 
not perceived to be as important as the process and social aspects of the events. Therefore, the focus was 
expanded from the cultural representations of school celebrations to investigating the social and 
emotional aspects and underlying social processes related to schoolwide events in their respective school 
community. In this thesis summary, these dimensions are viewed together for expanding knowledge on 
the social processes and practices that contribute to the creation of membership at the levels of the 
person, the school community, and culture. The aim of this thesis summary is to raise the questions 
discussed in the original articles to the level of a meta-theory and combine the different methodological 
approaches of the individual articles. The main research question is as follows:  
 
? How do schoolwide events contribute to students’ experiences of membership in the 
school community?  
 
This main research question consists of the following three subquestions:  
A) How do schoolwide events contribute to students’ experiences of membership through 
personal-level experiences? 
B) How do schoolwide events contribute to students’ experiences of membership through school 
community-level practices? 
C) How do schoolwide events contribute to students’ experiences of membership through 
representations of culture? 
 
The combination of qualitative and quantitative data is used to obtain a broad overview of the context 
in which schoolwide events are organized (Study II), as well as an in-depth understanding of the 
22 
 
different elements within these events that contribute to students’ experiences in their school as a 
community (Studies I and III). Table 2 summarizes the data and methods used in Studies I–III. 
 
 
Table 2. Data and methods used in Studies I–III.    
 
Study I approached students’ experiences of membership gained from schoolwide events by 
identifying elements of social integration (Habermas, 1981/1987). Based on these presuppositions 
(depicted in section 2.2.3), the experiences of membership represented personal-level affiliations with 
various types of social groups. Following the theoretical underpinnings, the study viewed the levels of 
the person, the school community, and culture as intertwined; therefore, it investigated students’ 
experiences related to all of these levels. The findings of Study I complement and deepen those of Study 
II about students’ experiences of membership and belonging in their school through schoolwide events2.  
Study II investigated the aspects of membership by studying the relationships among students’ 
experiences of belonging to their school community, their experiences of peer connectedness, and the 
socio-emotional and educational aspects related to schoolwide activities. The concepts of belonging and 
membership were used in this study as synonyms. The sense of belonging was operationalized with a 
scale measuring students’ “psychological sense of membership” in school (Goodenow, 1993). Study II 
also examined students’ experiences of learning about various cultural traditions. These findings, related 
to learning outcomes, provide students’ viewpoints in comparison to Study III’s findings obtained from 
the teachers regarding the content and aims of school celebrations.   
Study III contributes to the understanding of membership by discussing questions about social 
representations of cultures and educational aims related to (inter)cultural awareness in schoolwide 
celebrations. Through this, the study discussed the ways in which culture was defined and memberships 
in cultural communities were supported and transmitted through schoolwide events. In contrast to the 
other studies, Study III took the teachers’ perspectives. The learning aims were viewed from the 
                                                             
2 Chronologically Study III was carried out first and followed by Study II and Study I.  
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perspectives of content and the social aims of participation and recognition. The following subsections 
present the main aims, participants, and central findings of each of the studies. 
3.2 Overview of the original studies  
3.2.1 Study I: Students’ experiences of social integration in schoolwide activities—an 
investigation in the Finnish context  
Aims 
Study I investigated students’ participation in schoolwide events from the sociological perspective of 
social integration. This study’s main aim was to find out how students’ experiences during schoolwide 
activities contributed to their experiences of social integration in their school. The process of social 
integration was approached from the perspective of Habermas’ (1981/1984) theory of communicative 
action and the notion of the lifeworld. According to this view, social integration includes the 
internalization of surrounding cultural and community-level values, as well as an individual’s related 
personal experiences (Habermas, 1981/1987). For this study’s purposes, the middle level of the 
lifeworld was modified from “society” to refer to the school community and the level of personality as 
“the person”. Study I aimed to find out how these different lifeworld levels and the elements related to 
social integration were present in students’ experiences of schoolwide activities. The research question 
of Study I was as follows:  
 
? How do schoolwide events shape social integration at the a) cultural, b) school community, 
and c) personal levels, according to students’ experiences? 
 
Study I consisted of student interview data gathered from three schools that also took part in the survey 
conducted previously in Study II. Altogether, 30 students, 10 from each school, participated in the 
interviews, which were held in Finnish and later translated by myself, the researcher. The interviews 
focused mainly on celebrations and different kinds of theme days, but their most important feature was 
that they were open for everyone in the school, making it possible to influence social integration at the 
whole-school level. The interviewees comprised girls and boys from both Grades 8 and 9 (14–16-year-
old students), who had participated in the preparations for schoolwide activities in diverse ways. 
Whereas some of them had been actively involved in preparing these events (especially the students in 
music and drama classes), others had participated only as members of the audience). The students had 
both native Finnish and second-generation Finnish family backgrounds although this characteristic was 
not presented as a prerequisite for the interviewees. However, the home backgrounds were reflected in 
some of the students’ comments when they discussed their experiences related to schoolwide activities.  
 
Methods and analysis 
The analysis of the interviews in Study I was abductive in the sense that the themes discussed in the 
interviews were based on presuppositions provided by theoretical knowledge, but the analysis started as 
data oriented. The procedure can be described as “theme analysis” (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009) or 
“constant comparison analysis” (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007, p. 565) since it aimed to identify 
overarching themes from the data corpus. In the beginning of the study, the pre-understanding relied 
mostly on psychological theories of belonging, and the plan was to identify themes that would reveal 
something about the underlying processes that shaped how students felt about their school as a 
community. However, as the data were categorized into smaller themes and subthemes, it was noticed 
that these various themes depicted dimensions of membership that were not discussed in the theories 
used to formulate the interview questions. For example, the students talked about the reciprocal nature 
between the cohesion within the school and how they regarded the purposes, benefits, and disadvantages 
related to schoolwide events in ways that the theories did not cover. Therefore, the study searched for a 
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more encompassing theory to provide a framework that would take into account both the face-to-face 
encounters during schoolwide events and activities and the underlying aims and aspects of the values 
related to these events. Therefore, the theoretical framework that was rooted in the ideas of social 
integration and the structure of the lifeworld (Habermas, 1981/1987) was found beneficial for 
conceptualizing the phenomenon. At the initial stage of analysis, the data were reflected first in relation 
to all of the three reproductive processes of cultural reproduction, social integration, and socialization 
(Habermas, 1981/1987). The theory was found useful because it helped categorize the students’ 
experiences in a more in-depth manner than was possible beforehand. However, as the analysis 
advanced, it became clear that most of the data depicted elements of social integration and provided 
insights that could be related to students’ experiences of membership. Therefore, to gain a clear 
understanding of social integration, the analysis focused on it.  
Findings 
The main findings of Study I showed that social integration was created at the cultural level by inclusive 
schoolwide events and a positive sense of community in the school. At the level of the person, social 
integration was created by positive experiences during schoolwide events in which group boundaries 
were crossed and experiences were shared with other members of the school community. Additionally, 
the enjoyment related to attending schoolwide events was connected to the ways in which the students 
described their school as a social community. The findings also provided evidence on the fact that the 
exclusive practices and a generally poor sense of community at the school was reflected upon the 
students’ experiences of schoolwide events. For example, experiences of membership were disrupted 
by negative experiences during schoolwide events that were related to the fear of being embarrassed in 
front of one’s peers and some audience members’ rude attitudes toward performers. 
In relation to the school community level, the main findings showed that social integration was 
created through the practices of organizing events that the students regarded as legitimate in terms of 
shared responsibility and that allowed for their own inputs. On the other hand, social integration was 
disrupted by practices that were perceived as requiring too much responsibility from some students but 
not from others. Similarly, teacher-driven events were prone to create a situation where the students 
questioned the rules regulating the practices of organizing the events. In the school context, these can 
be viewed as representing situations of “anomie,” which refer to the loss of both meaning and legitimate 
guidelines for interpersonal actions (Habermas, 1981/1987).  
The results of Study I also indicated that schoolwide events contributed to students’ experiences in 
their school as a community in several ways. These findings support those of previous studies about the 
positive value of holding school activities outside classrooms (e.g., Ma, 2003; Tinto, 1997, Westling et 
al. 2013), especially the value of whole-school events (Rowe & Stewart, 2009, 2011) in creating a sense 
of membership in school. However, the outcomes also showed that positive experiences during 
schoolwide events required a pleasant overall atmosphere in school and well-planned, finely executed 
programs. The findings also highlighted the need to consider these points more seriously in both research 
and school practices than is currently done. 
3.2.2 Study II: Enhancing students’ sense of belonging through school celebrations—
a study in Finnish lower secondary schools 
Aims 
Study II investigated the question of membership from the psychological perspectives of belonging, 
peer connectedness, and school celebrations. The main aim of Study II was to gain a general 
understanding of students’ experiences in their school as a social community. Based on the relevant 
literature, it was assumed that how students felt about their school as a whole would influence their 
feelings about schoolwide activities and vice versa (e.g., Cemalcilar, 2010; Rowe & Stewart, 2011). 
Since previous studies had reported the predominant role of peer relationships in teenagers’ sense of 
belonging (Cemalcilar, 2010; Drolet & Arcand, 2013), this was taken into account as a separate variable. 
The research questions of Study II were the following:  
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? How are students’ socio-emotional experiences and educational outcomes of school 
celebrations related to their sense of school belonging? 
? If such relationships exist, how are they influenced by experiences of peer connectedness? 
 
To study the school celebrations’ possible contributions to students’ sense of membership, Study II 
used a structural equation model (SEM), where the sense of belonging was the outcome variable, and 
the predictor variables were 1) social and emotional or socio-emotional (see also Kangas, 2010), aspects 
related to school celebrations, 2) the perceived learning outcomes related to school celebrations, and 3) 
the students’ general sense of peer connectedness. The sense of belonging was measured with the 
Psychological Sense of School Membership (PSSM) scale (Goodenow, 1993). The predictor variables 
included five scales altogether, as follows: a) emotional experiences of enjoying school celebrations, b) 
social experiences of being included in school celebrations, c) increased appreciation for different 
traditions as a result of participating in school celebrations, d) increased knowledge about different 
traditions gained from school celebrations, and e) peer connectedness.  
To obtain a broad sample of data, permissions were asked from the target schools’ headmasters to 
conduct a quantitative survey (through a questionnaire) involving all of the students in Grades 8 and 9 
in their schools. Seventh graders were excluded from this study (as well as from Study I) because they 
had just started their upper secondary education and had little experience of schoolwide activities in the 
lower secondary level. The survey questionnaire was answered by a total of 761 Grade 8 and Grade 9 
students from three upper secondary schools. Altogether 696 forms were included in the final analysis. 
Of these, 52% were female (n = 363), and 47% were male (n = 326); seven people did not identify their 
gender.  
Methods and analysis 
To measure students’ sense of school belonging and peer connectedness, Study II used well-established 
scales that had been tested in previous studies. For the sense of belonging, Study II used Goodenow’s 
(1993) PSSM scale that has been used successfully in various studies worldwide (eg. Alkan, 2015; 
Babakhani, Gaete & al 2016; Liu & Lu, 2011, Nichols, 2008; You, Ritchey, Furlong, Shochet, & Boman, 
2011). However, to my colleagues’ and my best knowledge, this was the first time that the scale was 
used in the Finnish context. The scale included questions related to students’ interactions with teachers 
and fellow students in their schools. Peer connectedness was measured with a scale from the What’s 
Happening in This School (WHITS) questionnaire that had been developed and tested by Aldridge and 
Ala’l (2013). Regarding the value and content of schoolwide events, the measures that would suit this 
study’s aims were unavailable. Therefore, the scales measuring these dimensions were created for the 
purposes of this study and tested with a pilot group to ensure that the scales worked properly. 
For scale (a) emotional experiences of enjoying school celebrations, questions were formulated 
similarly to how Ladd and Dinella (2009) studied students’ liking or avoidance of their school. The scale 
measuring students’ (b) social experiences of being included in school celebrations was a modified 
version of the school connectedness scale of the WHITS questionnaire (Aldridge & Ala’l, 2013). 
Through modifications, the questions were targeted to focus on school celebrations rather than the 
school in general. Example questions of the scale were “I feel that my culture is valued in school 
celebrations,” and “I feel that my culture is respected in school celebrations.” Two scales were used to 
focus on educational outcomes and aspects of learning. First, the scale of the students’ (c) increased 
appreciation for different traditions included nine items, such as “School celebrations help me 
appreciate Finnish holidays” and “School celebrations help me appreciate the celebrations we have at 
home”. Second, the students’ (d) increased knowledge about different traditions was measured with six 
items, such as “I have learned much about the history of Finland through school celebrations” and “I 
have learned much about other countries’ holidays through school celebrations”. Marks (2000) used 
similar questions in his Five-Factor Student Evaluation Model to study students’ experiences of 
“perceived learning.” Together, these scales related to educational outcomes aimed to provide an 
understanding of the aspects of intercultural learning that could be acquired from school celebrations. 
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The aim was to find out if these variables would bring additional value in explaining students’ sense 
of belonging. Background variables of gender and grade level were also taken into account. To 
determine the school celebrations’ possible contributions to students’ sense of belonging, Study II used 
an SEM. The final items included in the analysis consisted of six scales that were analyzed with 
descriptive statistics, correlational analyses, and testing of an SEM.  
Findings 
The main findings of Study II showed that students’ sense of belonging was mainly explained by their 
experiences of peer connectedness, which explained 23% of the variance in the sense of belonging (the 
intercorrelation of the variables was 0.64). The results also indicated that the students’ social and 
emotional experiences gained from schoolwide celebrations were related with their sense of school 
belonging. Figure 3 illustrates the SEM model used to answer the research questions.  
 
 
 
Figure 3. Structural equation model with standardized β-coefficients (Niemi & Hotulainen, 2016) 
 
However, the relationship between the students’ socio-emotional experiences related to school 
celebrations and their sense of belonging in school was stronger than the relationship between 
educational outcomes and the sense of belonging. Whereas the socio-emotional experiences explained 
around 7% of the variance in the sense of belonging, the perceived learning outcomes related to 
traditions explained only around 3% of the variance. However, the effect of socio-emotional experiences 
on peer connectedness was notably strong (β = 0.56, p < 0.001). When the indirect effects were 
considered, socio-emotional experiences had an additional effect on the sense of belonging through peer 
connectedness (β = 0.27, p < 0.001). The effects related to grade level and gender on sense of belonging 
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were small (around 1%). The analysis therefore showed that students’ socio-emotional and educational 
experiences of school celebrations were positively related to their sense of school belonging. However, 
as the SEM is a correlational method, it should be noted that the findings do not necessarily suggest 
causality. 
In relation to background factors, notably, the girls showed significantly higher scores in most of the 
measured areas, apart from the sense of school belonging that was almost equal in both groups (boys: 
M = 4.34, girls: M = 4.40). However, for the variables of peer connectedness, enjoying celebrations, and 
experiences of being included, the differences were significant in the two groups. For example, the girls 
(M = 4.51) showed notably higher scores in being included in celebrations than the boys (M = 3.86). 
Likewise, it was noteworthy that students’ socio-emotional experiences, as well as the educational 
outcomes related to school celebrations, decreased in Grade 9 compared to Grade 8. These findings 
revealed important aspects related to the meaningfulness of schoolwide activities and proposed a topical 
question about the developmental needs related to the ways of planning and holding these events in a 
school. 
3.2.3 Study III: Discussing school celebrations from an intercultural perspective—a 
study in the Finnish context 
Aims 
The main aim of Study III was to find out what kind of content school celebrations entailed and if these 
(according to the understanding of teachers) included materials for learning about Finnish and other 
traditions. This issue was chosen for its societal topicality as the question about suitable school traditions 
is raised annually in the Finnish media (e.g., Poulter, 2013). The study focused on three celebrations—
Christmas, Finnish Independence Day (December 6), and the end-of-term celebration. Each of them was 
regarded as representing a particular aspect of school traditions and national celebrations, as follows: 
the religious aspect in the tradition of Christmas, the national aspect depicted by Independence Day, and 
the general cultural tradition represented by the end-of-term Spring Festival, serving as a unique marker 
of time in the school year. This study’s main aim was to investigate if and how school celebrations can 
contribute to students’ understanding of cultures and cultural communities, as well as serve as avenues 
of reciprocal learning. These aspects represent the implicit ways of creating and representing 
memberships at the local level of the school, the national level of society, and the global level of 
communities that cross national borders. The research questions of Study III were the following:  
 
? How do the three celebrations represent and define Finnish cultural and national traditions, 
according to the teachers? 
? How do the religious-based elements of the celebrations relate to Finnish traditions, from the 
teachers’ perspective? 
? What kinds of experiences and attitudes have teachers linked to intercultural celebrations or 
the intercultural content of the Finnish celebrations? 
Methods and analysis 
The interviews for Study III were conducted individually with 11 teachers and one school curator during 
the winter of 2011 and 2012. The interviews were held in Finnish and later translated by myself as the 
researcher. Study III focused on cultural representations, particularly the intercultural content of the 
three Finnish school celebrations. Similar to Study I, the analysis procedure of Study III followed the 
path of a qualitative content analysis, where similar themes were identified across all the interviews, and 
then, the answers were categorized according to their type of viewpoint (positive/negative, 
agreeing/disagreeing, etc.). In the next phase, these categories were divided into subcategories according 
to their type (e.g., reasons for considering certain patterns of action as suitable/unsuitable) and contrasted 
to the other categories (e.g., Cohen et al., 2007). This processes continued until all of the viewpoints 
were identified as separate qualitative units. In the analyses, the different viewpoints were reflected on 
with the theoretical knowledge about intercultural education and discussed with the interviewees.  
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Findings 
One of the main findings of this study was that the teachers differed much in their opinions on the 
purpose and outcome of these events. Some of the teachers found these events highly important in 
supporting the national and/or cultural identity of the students. Others viewed the overall value of 
schoolwide celebrations as lacking in significance since these had become blunt and meaningless 
throughout the years due to the elimination of much of their traditional elements. Additionally, the 
teachers differed in their attitudes toward diversifying the celebrations; some of the teachers were 
willing to embrace new traditions in the school, but others were not. These findings relate to the global 
discussion about suitable ways in which diversity can be conceptualized and put into practice in school 
contexts (McGoldrick, 2011). The findings also showed that although all school events should be 
religiously neutral in Finland, it can be difficult to separate culture and religion. In this study, none of 
the teachers found the Suvivirsi hymn (see section 1.1.) to be problematic, but rather, they considered it 
an important school tradition. This unanimous understanding of the hymn’s role stood out from their 
other attitudes toward religious traditions and religious education in general. These kinds of viewpoints 
illuminated the complexity of values and interpretations that the teachers attached to the traditions. This 
complexity was also shown in how the content of these events had changed during the years, but they 
were still regarded as “traditional” by the teachers. This study’s findings highlighted the importance of 
recognizing these elements and the ways that they are used to reflect the pluralism of society, as well as 
proposing questions about the images related to national identity and the significance of inclusiveness. 
Another central finding that emerged was the teachers’ lack of awareness of the value or importance of 
these events for the students. This gap in the teachers’ understanding urged me, as the researcher, to 
focus on students’ experiences of these events in the subsequent studies (Studies I and II).  
3.2.4 Summary of contributions made by Studies I–III 
The three studies have their unique perspectives on schoolwide events, but they all share the underlying 
question about the ways that such occasions can contribute to experiences of membership in school. 
Figure 4 summarizes the main approaches and dimensions used in Studies I–III.  
 
  
Figure 4. Summary of the contributions made by Studies I–III in investigating students’ experiences of 
membership through personal-level experiences, school community-level practices, and representations of 
culture. 
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The three original studies share the common aim of finding out elements and processes that support 
the creation of membership through the aims, practices, and content related to schoolwide events. 
Studies I and III provide important contributions to understanding the processes of membership creation 
through social integration and the role of cultural representations in schoolwide activities. Study II 
provides new findings about the socio-emotional and educational dimensions of school celebrations 
with the statistical method of the SEM. Together, Studies I–III provide complementary views about the 
benefits and disadvantages of schoolwide events for the creation of membership as they approach the 
question from both the individual and community perspectives. The following subsection discusses the 
questions related to the trustworthiness of empirical data.  
3.3 Trustworthiness of the empirical data 
The research procedures of all data sets are presented here and in the original articles with the aim of 
providing the readers with a comprehensive and transparent view. This is regarded as important for 
supporting the reliability and validity of the findings and for linking them with the epistemological 
underpinnings. Reliability traditionally refers to the repeatability of the data and consistency of the used 
measurement to the extent to which other researchers may reproduce the study and obtain comparable 
findings (e.g., Golafshani, 2003; Grossoehme, 2014). Validity pertains to the measurement’s ability to 
capture the phenomenon that the researchers aim and claim to study (e.g., Golafshani, 2003; 
Grossoehme, 2014). Whereas in quantitative studies, the questions of validity and reliability focus on 
the used measurement and analysis procedures, evaluations regarding reliability and validity in 
qualitative research have raised considerable debate. Although some scholars have claimed the 
uselessness of reliability and validity analyses in qualitative studies, many academics call for more 
rigorous handling of these elements (e.g., Golafshani, 2003). One of the outcomes of these debates is 
that the trustworthiness (e.g., Elo et al., 2014) or rigor of qualitative research is not usually discussed in 
terms of reliability and validity but with other notions, such as credibility, transferability, and 
dependability (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011), that are ensured mainly through the detailed planning of the 
research design (Elo et al., 2014). In this study, trustworthiness is supported by detailed descriptions of 
the research procedures that allow readers to evaluate the decisions made.  
For this study, it is also important to mention some facts about my position as the researcher. I 
graduated from a subject-teacher training program and have worked as a substitute teacher in many 
types of educational settings in Finland before starting this study. These previous experiences from 
teaching and serving in school communities benefitted this study since they developed my skills in 
working with teachers and teenaged students. This advantage enabled me to conduct the interviews in a 
relaxed and comfortable manner, as well as understand the research problem and context. In addition to 
the data reported in this paper, it is also noteworthy that I carried out the fieldwork in all of the selected 
schools by observing and video recording the school celebrations and other events. I also followed the 
preparations for a Christmas play in one of the schools, observing several classes and rehearsals during 
the autumn of 2014. These video data have been discussed more in detail in another publication (see 
Niemi & Kuusisto, 2015). The fieldwork was an important part of the research process because during 
my school visits, I talked with many of the teachers and gained insights that were not explicit in the 
collected data. As I was the only one collecting the data, I discussed all the analysis procedures and 
findings with fellow scholars before submitting them for publication. This step was important for 
obtaining different viewpoints and critical observations.  
3.3.1 Credibility and transferability of the qualitative data  
Following the epistemological starting points of this study, the data were collected in ways that 
recognized the fact that social reality is constantly created in interaction and is thus neither a solid nor a 
constant entity. Therefore, this study used qualitative interviews that paid attention to the students’ and 
the teachers’ own experiences about the phenomenon. To ensure that the issues considered important 
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by the interviewees were discussed, I conducted semi-structured theme interviews (e.g., Cohen et al., 
2007). This meant that the interviews had a core structure that was used as a basis for discussion but 
also allowed new areas of discussion to emerge. Whereas the analyses presented in the publications 
focused on specific target areas, the interview sessions also covered other topics and the discussions as 
a whole were taken into account in the analysis to ensure that the individual quotes were not used in the 
publications in a misleading way.  
The interviews were analyzed with an abductive approach in both Study I and Study III, meaning 
that the studies were not purely driven by either data or theory but relied on both methods (e.g., Leech 
& Onwuegbuzie, 2007; Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009). Both Studies I and III were guided by a hermeneutic 
approach (Gadamer, 2004), which recognizes the fact that researchers always have their own pre-
understanding of the phenomenon at hand. In this study, this meant that as the researcher, I had certain 
presuppositions regarding schoolwide events (e.g., their role, purpose, benefits, and disadvantages), 
which I had acquired from previous studies and observations (e.g., Pääkkönen, 2013; Rowe & Stewart, 
2011). These were used as the bases for the interview questions to obtain more knowledge about the 
topics. The theoretical frameworks were thus present but not fully formed in the beginning of the study. 
At the end of the analysis process, the theories were reviewed and used as analytical frameworks for 
conceptualizing the findings.  
Credibility refers to the study’s ability to capture and present people’s experiences in a way that 
enables others with similar experiences to recognize them, whereas transferability refers to the extent to 
which the findings or methods of one study can be transferred into another context (Thomas & Magilvy, 
2011). In this study, credibility was supported by detailed reflections on the data and by discussions 
about the interpretations with colleagues. The aspect of credibility could have been supported more 
strongly, for example, by discussing the findings with the research participants as well. However, this 
was not undertaken due to the tight schedules of the teachers and the students and the (around one year) 
interval between the data collection and the final analysis of the results. The transferability of the 
findings was also supported by discussing them in relation to the theories in such a way that extended 
the findings from the empirical to the meta-level (e.g., Morrow & Torres, 2002). This study also 
encourages other researchers to use the methods applied in this study for examining schoolwide events 
in other contexts, as well as offers new insights into the processes of creating membership. The 
transferability of the findings was also supported by the fact that the elements investigated in this study 
are not only restricted to schoolwide events but concern school activities at large. However, because the 
content of schoolwide events reflects the surrounding society, it can be assumed that the findings of this 
study per se most likely resemble the situation in other Nordic countries that have common societal 
features with Finland (eg. the large public school network and the historical connection between the 
state and the Lutheran Church). Whereas credibility and transferability are equivalent to the validity of 
the study, dependability refers to the repeatability of the study, comparable to the reliability of 
quantitative studies (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). This is supported in qualitative studies, including this 
one, by providing readers with a detailed description of the methodological choices made when 
conducting the research (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). The study’s credibility was further supported by 
critical self-reflections that took place during and after the research procedures (Thomas & Magilvy, 
2011).  
In addition to describing the technical procedures, questions of trustworthiness include taking into 
account the researcher’s role and the settings where the interviews were held. For this study, an 
important aspect was the aim to limit the research bias, which refers to the aim to reduce participants’ 
tendency to give answers that they expect the researcher wants to hear (see e.g., Soffer & Ben-Arieh, 
2014). This issue is particularly important when conducting studies involving young people (e.g., Soffer 
& Ben-Arieh, 2014). In this work, the researcher’s role differed in each of the studies, but it served 
important functions in all of them. For the student interviews, it was important to consider that I, the 
researcher, represented an adult coming from outside the school community and was thus a stranger to 
the students. Therefore, it was essential to create a safe and relaxed atmosphere in the interviews and to 
ask questions in a manner that would encourage the students to speak freely. To support a comfortable 
setting, the student interviews were held in pairs or groups of three students so that the students held the 
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majority in the group. It should of course be taken into account that the students might also feel 
uncomfortable with their peers and that merely including more people in the interview sessions might 
not make the situation safe. However, in this study, the groups of students were friends from the same 
class and appeared mostly at ease in talking with one another. Although this study’s topic was not highly 
sensitive in itself, the issues discussed were in many ways related to questions of values, identities, 
social relations, and family backgrounds that could be regarded personal. Therefore, every effort was 
made to create a situation where the students felt comfortable. The interviews were also analyzed 
carefully to recognize any signs of tension, and if such signals occurred, these parts were handled 
differently from others.  
All things considered, holding the interviews in groups was regarded as beneficial in this study 
because in many instances, the conversations were boosted by the way the students commented on one 
another’s thoughts. They were mostly willing to share their opinions openly despite disagreeing with 
the viewpoints presented by their pairs. One reason might be that the discussions were held during 
schooldays, and schools are environments where students are commonly asked to present their views 
and to discuss topics with others. Moreover, the fact that I was not a member of the school community 
could have facilitated the students’ willingness to criticize those elements and practices that they disliked 
in their school. As an additional feature, many of the students were seemingly intrigued by the interview 
and obviously excited to talk about their views. During the first interviews, the students were a bit 
reserved; in retrospect, this was most likely caused by the fact that I, the researcher, was also nervous 
to start the interviews.  
For the teacher interviews in Study III, the setting was different as I was younger and professionally 
less experienced than my interviewees. This could be perceived as influencing the outcomes in such a 
way that the interviewees were eager to talk about the events and in the process, educate me and the 
readers about the practices of their schools. The teachers also showed strong viewpoints in contrast to 
one another and therefore comprised a different type of target group than the students. The most notable 
aspect of the teacher interviews was that despite being theme interviews, they focused only on three 
celebrations (Christmas, Independence Day, and end-of-term spring celebrations); therefore, the 
comments related to them could not be extended to represent all schoolwide practices. Likewise, the 
interviews emphasized the educational aims and benefits of these events as these were regarded as 
representing those aspects in which the teachers were experts. However, during the research process, 
the teachers of other schools were also interviewed, both officially and unofficially. These experiences 
showed that it would have been beneficial to have included more aspects related to the social role of 
school events in the teacher interviews.   
Regarding the research settings, it is important to consider that all of the teacher interviews (Study 
III) could be held in classrooms or at the school library, but the venues for the student interviews (Study 
I) varied from the headmaster’s office to the school’s storage room. This meant that some of the 
interviews were held in complete peace, but some were interrupted by teachers who visited the rooms 
during the sessions. However, the interviews were otherwise conducted in private. One of the student 
interviews was held in a room next to the headmaster’s office so that the headmaster was present during 
some parts of the session. The rooms were not soundproof; therefore, it could be expected that the 
headmaster’s presence influenced the students’ responses. These parts of the conversation were 
therefore excluded from the final analysis. Considering all of the aspects of credibility and 
transferability, the qualitative parts of the study could be regarded as indicating good confirmability, 
referring to the study’s trustworthiness and scientific value (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011).  
3.3.2 Reliability and validity of the quantitative data  
Whereas qualitative data aim to provide an in-depth understanding of particular situations and the 
processes behind them, quantitative data intend to offer explanations about the empirical reality in ways 
that can be extended to different contexts. Therefore, the reliability and validity of the quantitative data 
were mainly ensured in this study with test outcomes that supported the consistent and repeatable 
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structure of the measurement instruments. In this study, the quantitative measurements were tested for 
reliability and validity on several occasions through the research procedures.  
For example, these tests included the Cronbach’s alpha score, representing a reference value to 
determine whether or not a scale is consistent enough, as well as the factor loadings to test the 
unidimensionality of the scales (Cohen et al., 2007). The Cronbach’s alpha scores for all the scales used 
in this study varied from 0.87 to 0.96, indicating very good internal consistency (0.70 being acceptable). 
The validity of quantitative scales includes the content validity of the measures, meaning that the 
measurement captures all the dimensions of the studied phenomenon, as well as the construct validity, 
referring to the ability to draw conclusions based on the test scores (e.g., Cohen et al., 2007, p. 146). To 
support the face validity, the measurement used and the findings were discussed with statistical experts 
to ensure accuracy and trustworthiness (e.g., Cohen et al., 2007; Heale & Twycross, 2015). Reliability 
and validity were also supported by the fact that the survey questionnaire was based on previously tested 
and used scales in all of the dimensions where previous measurements were available. The scales created 
for the purposes of this study were kept brief and followed the example structure found in previous 
studies. To test the validity and reliability in practice, the questionnaire was vetted with a pilot group of 
32 students in the autumn of 2014 before the actual study was conducted. After the pilot test, minor 
modifications were made to the wording of the items; otherwise, the questionnaire remained the same. 
In the actual study, the trustworthiness of the data was supported by excluding from the final analysis 
those submitted forms with more than 10 missing values and by including only those items that showed 
good internal consistency and strong factor loadings. The results of the pilot study and the final study 
indicated strong validity and reliability in all the used measures in Study II. The exploratory and 
confirmatory factor analyses showed that the items loaded strongly according to the expected factor 
structure. 
Although the scores showed strong tendencies and correlations, statistical findings could be 
interpreted in many ways. In this study, it is important to note that the SEM used in Study II to identify 
the relationships among the variables was a correlational method. Therefore, although the sense of 
belonging was situated in Study II as an outcome variable, the findings could not be interpreted as signs 
of causality without caution. Additionally, researchers also have significant impacts on the outcomes of 
statistical studies as they choose the elements to be included. In this study, the sense of school belonging 
and peer connectedness were examined in relation to the elements associated with school celebrations. 
The inclusion of other factors, such as classroom attributes, would likely have provided a more 
encompassing view of the social life in school. Therefore, future developments of the measure and 
testing it with a larger population in various contexts are needed to further enhance its reliability and 
validity. However, for the purposes of this study, the SEM was beneficial in recognizing the 
relationships among the studied factors and in identifying latent factors. The following subsection 
discusses the ethical considerations related to the research procedures.  
3.4 Ethical considerations  
Due to the young age of the study participants, ethical matters were carefully considered throughout 
the research procedures. The study followed the ethical guidelines of the National Advisory Board on 
Research Ethics (2009) and the official guidelines presented in studies on youth research (e.g., Mäkelä, 
2010; Strandell, 2010). Particular attention was paid to avoiding any harm to the individual students, the 
teachers, or the schools (see Atkins & Wallace, 2012, pp. 29−46). This was ensured with research 
procedures that took into account the context of the data collection, the age range of the research 
participants, and gathering data anonymously and in a way that made the experience safe and pleasant 
for the participants (see Subsection 4.3). In addition to the students and the school staff, all guardians of 
the Grade 8 and Grade 9 students were informed about the survey in the school. All information letters 
stated that participation in the study was voluntary and did not affect the students’ grades in any way 
(Nieminen, 2010; Strandell, 2010). For the students who took part in the classes that were videotaped 
(gathered as supplementary materials), signed consent forms were obtained from both the students and 
their guardians (Mäkelä, 2010). All research and survey questions were formulated according to the 
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informants’ ages and tested with a pilot group before starting the study. All data were handled with strict 
confidentiality and stored in a secure place.  
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4 Main findings and discussion 
This section discusses the three original studies’ findings in relation to one another and to the overall 
objectives of this main study. The aim is not to repeat all individual findings presented in the three 
papers but to summarize these findings in response to the research question of this study (How do 
schoolwide events contribute to the creation of students’ membership in the school community through 
a) personal-level experiences, b) school community-level practices, and c) representations of culture?). 
The main findings indicate both positive and negative aspects. Schoolwide events can support as well 
as disrupt the creation of membership through each of these three levels, whose social processes are 
intertwined in many ways.  
The overview of the main results starts from the level of personal experiences as these represent 
students’ individual experiences gained directly in and from schoolwide activities. These culminate in 
how the students experience their school as a social community and how their peers’ attitudes and 
behaviors are joined with the ways that the students view the roles of schoolwide events and the ways 
in which these occasions can support or disrupt experiences of membership. These are linked with the 
ways the students regard their own roles in the school community and in schoolwide events.  Next, the 
overview focuses on the practices carried out at the school community level, including the ways that 
students are involved in event planning, in relation to other students and teachers. These elements are 
important for students’ experiences of engaging in schoolwide events, as well as for their roles and 
positions in the school community at large (see Westling et al., 2013). Finally, attention is paid to 
cultural-level issues that include the ways in which values and symbols are used to represent cultural 
communities and memberships, as well as the possibilities for enhancing students’ intercultural 
awareness through schoolwide activities. The cultural-level questions represent the elements underlying 
the schoolwide events and provide guidelines for the practices of organizing events and through these, 
reflect individuals’ experiences of membership in both the school and society at large (see e.g., Hope, 
2012). Figure 5 summarizes the main findings that are discussed in detail in the next subsections. 
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Figure 5. Summary of main findings.  
4.1 Personal-level experiences of membership through schoolwide events 
 
This subsection summarizes the main findings related to subquestion A (How do schoolwide events 
contribute to students’ experiences of membership through personal-level experiences?). The main 
findings concentrate on the ways that students experience their school as a community and the way their 
peer relations are created in and reflected on schoolwide events.  
4.1.1 The school as a social community  
The findings of Study I show that students’ personal-level experiences of membership through 
schoolwide events are in many ways connected to their experiences of the school as a social community 
at large (see also Demanet & Van Houtte, 2012). Although all the interviewees describe schoolwide 
events as activities in which they like to participate, some of their comments also reveal that the ways 
in which these events contribute to the creation of membership and cohesion are not always 
straightforward. The students from School 2 describe their experiences during the events as mainly 
positive and the events as supportive of the sense of community in their school. On the other hand, the 
interviewees from School 1 and School 3 report situations where tensions in the school community 
become evident in joint activities. For example, they recall cases of students in the audience acting 
rudely toward the performers on stage. According to the interviews, the situation is most problematic in 
School 1, where many students feel scared or reluctant about the idea of performing on stage in front of 
their peers. For instance, Samuel and Henrik (as music class students in School 1 and therefore active 
participants of these events) point out that the majority of the students in their school regard performing 
in schoolwide activities as embarrassing. Likewise, Markus from School 3 pointed out that some 
students deliberately aim to “demolish the self-esteem” of the some of the students by acting 
disrespectfully during the performance. Likewise, the students in all the schools are quite concerned 
about being embarrassed in front of their peers. For example, the interviewees from School 1 and School 
3 report that if a student makes a mistake during a performance, others are likely to comment about it 
later on.  From the lifeworld perspective (Habermas, 1987), these kinds of experiences disrupt the 
group’s social cohesion as they violate the reciprocal sense of acceptance and connectedness that is 
needed for experiencing membership (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Habermas, 1981/1987; Roffey, 2013; 
Rowe & Stewart, 2011).  
These findings, among others, reveal some problems in the cohesion of the schools at large as they 
indicate instances in which some students become targets for public humiliation. The students from 
School 1 and School 3 also recognize this lack of overall cohesion in their respective schools. When 
asked about the general sense of community in school, the students from School 1 and School 3 
characterize the student body as mainly divided into subgroups according to their classes, grades or 
interests. According to the students, these group boundaries are strong in the sense that people mainly 
stay within their own groups and they feel that it is not very easy for students to talk to whomever in 
school. Although the differences related to the sense of belonging or peer connectedness depicted in are 
not statistically significant across the schools (Study II), the tendencies described in the interview data 
from Study I can also be observed in the statistical data. Here (Study II) it show, for example, that 
Schools 1 and 3 have lower scores both in the sense of belonging and peer connectedness than School 
2. Likewise, School 2 has the highest score in the students’ experiences of being included in school 
celebrations (on a scale of 1 to 7, School 2: M = 4.61; School 3: M =4.19; School 1: M = 3.74).  
The character of School 2 also stands out also in the interview data (Study I) where the students from 
this school highlight the generally positive atmosphere in their school and in schoolwide events. 
According to the interviewees from School 2, the overall ambiance in their school is very good, and 
they experience a strong sense of cohesion within the school. When asked about the reasons behind this, 
many of the students mention their school’s small size and explained that with their population of around 
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200 students, most of them know one another, and it is easy to talk with their schoolmates. However, 
School 1, with approximately the same population size, shows a notably different situation, as discussed 
above. Therefore, it is likely that the strong sense of community and membership experienced by the 
students in School 2 is a combination of the small size of the student population and the activities in 
their school. This is also explicitly pointed out by one of the students (“Kira”, School 2), who suggests 
the many schoolwide events that gather the students together as one of the main reasons behind their 
sense of community. These results support previous findings that students’ sense of membership and 
community is the outcome of many social processes (e.g., Cemalcilar, 2010; Ma, 2003; Osterman, 
2000). Whereas a school’s physical characteristics, such as the size of the student population, may be 
either beneficial or hindering factors for the creation of membership, they are insufficient to do so on 
their own (see also Cemalcilar, 2010). 
As these findings show, the relationship between the social structure of the school community and 
the students’ experiences during schoolwide events is notable in all of the schools but the outcomes 
related to them are different. How students are treated by their peers in schoolwide events is, therefore, 
an important question, and it should be noted that these experiences may have long-lasting influences 
within the school’s social community. Those kinds of situations that affect the students’ self-esteem in 
a negative way are especially harmful, as they may restrict the way the students dare to take on roles 
and responsibilities within the community. These findings thus support previous studies that have shown 
students’ self-esteem to be related with their sense of membership at school (Ma, 2003). These negative 
experiences, therefore, represents situations of alienation that disrupt the social integration within the 
lifeworld of the school (Habermas, 1987). Likewise, the ways in which some of the students’ anxiety 
about the idea of taking an active role in schoolwide events (despite having no personal experiences of 
being humiliated) shows these events’ influence on both the individuals and the school community. In 
the utmost situation, experiences of alienation can also create negative stress at the personal level of 
identification (socialization process, see Table 1), which can lead to severe tension and even illnesses 
(Bond et al., 2007; Habermas, 1981/1987). On the contrary, positive experiences gained from 
schoolwide events may support students’ sense of membership by providing the students with positive 
encountering with their peers and, through that, support reciprocal interaction across group-boundaries 
within the school.  
These findings thus show that positive experiences gained from schoolwide events may support 
students’ sense of membership by enhancing the sense of community and cohesion in school. However, 
the opposite may also happen since negative encounters can disrupt cohesion and personal-level 
experiences of membership in the school community. Therefore, the ways in which students behave and 
participate in schoolwide events are questions that should be recognized and discussed at the whole-
school level (see also Hymel et al., 2015). The results also highlight the role of peer relations as central 
to students’ enjoyment of these events, which is the focus of the following subsection.  
4.1.2 Role of peer relations  
As the findings show, students’ experiences of membership and community gained from schoolwide 
events are closely intertwined with their peers’ behavior. This is particularly highlighted in Study II, 
that indicates students’ peer connectedness as a notable predictor of their sense of school belonging. The 
students’ experiences of being included in school celebrations are also highly correlated with their 
overall sense of belonging in school, as well as with their sense of peer connectedness (Study II). As 
depicted in the previous section, the importance of peer acceptance comes forth in Study I in the ways 
that students show concern about making a mistake on stage during a performance or being ridiculed in 
front of their peers. However, the role of peer relations is also notable in the way students from School 
1 (Study I) describe that that during performances in school events, most of the audience members’ 
attention is focused instead on their mobile phones. Again, the experiences of students from School 2 
bring forward a different perspective as, according to them, the members of their school show interest 
to the program in schoolwide events. These findings from Study I elaborate on the phenomenon that is 
also captured in the statistical data from Study II, indicating that students’ social and emotional 
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experiences gained from schoolwide events are strongly related to their experiences of peer 
connectedness.  
Related to the experiences of membership, the situations described above show that some students’ 
investment of their time and effort in preparing for these events is not always beneficial for them because 
they do not receive positive feedback from their peers about their inputs (see McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 
From the lifeworld perspective, these types of instances are disruptive for the creation of membership 
as they depict a lack of a common understanding that would otherwise support group cohesion 
(Habermas 1981/1987). Likewise, the opposite case is true in the situations described by the 
interviewees from School 2 regarding their fellow students’ active involvement in the programs. There, 
the positive experiences gained from schoolwide events turn out as elements that strengthen the social 
cohesion and membership among the students. Regarding the intertwined nature of social life (Berger 
& Luckmann, 1966; Habermas, 1981/1987), these intersections are reasonable, but it is important to 
note the severity of peer relations’ contributions to students’ experiences, which occur in both explicit 
and implicit ways. For example, while peer behavior in schoolwide performances is explicit, its impact 
on other students is not as obvious. Instead, the implicit outcomes of this behavior are demonstrated in 
some students’ fear of the idea of performing in front of their peers and in other students’ (who have 
been performing actively in schoolwide events) admission that they do not care about their audience’s 
lack of attention to the performances (Study I). Both the implicit and explicit experiences are important 
for experiences of membership as both of them affect the creation of cohesion and collectivity within 
the group. From the lifeworld perspective (Habermas, 1987) it can also be noted that, in addition to 
interpersonal experiences of membership, these experiences of peer relations reflect wider processes of 
cultural reproduction and socialization within the school, as they propose questions about the 
meaningfulness students attach to these events and about their motivation to act according to the norms 
of the school (see Table 1). 
These findings thus provide evidence that peer relations during schoolwide events can either be 
supportive or disruptive in terms of the creation of membership and collective identity in school (see 
Habermas, 1981/1987; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Moreover, the ways that students perceive their own 
roles as members of the school community through schoolwide events and how they are helped and 
instructed to view their roles from various perspectives (e.g., the viewpoints of other students and their 
teachers) are important aspects of citizenship education (see Deakin Crick & Joldersma, 2007; Hope, 
2012). Even though this study did not focus on the guidance students had been given beforehand, the 
findings indicate that some kind of instruction would be beneficial for all students about their role in the 
event. Together, these findings highlight that peer relations are multidimensional and mixed with the 
students’ sense of membership in school, as well as with their experiences during schoolwide events 
(see also Bond et al., 2007; Nichols, 2008; Rowe & Stewart, 2011). These results also emphasize the 
important role of peers in teenagers’ experiences of membership, as well as the significance of being 
included in school and schoolwide events (Cemalcilar, 2010; Drolet & Arcand, 2013; Ma, 2003; Roffey, 
2013). Based on these findings, it is suggested that to increase the understanding about the possible 
contributions of schoolwide events to the creation of membership among students, the role of peer 
relations should be paid particular attention. 
4.2 School community-level elements for creating membership 
This subsection summarizes the main findings related to subquestion B (How do schoolwide events 
contribute to students’ experiences of membership through school community-level practices?). The 
findings focus on the regulations guiding the sharing of responsibility and students’ involvement in 
organizing schoolwide events.  
4.2.1 Students’ participation in organizing events 
As the different levels of the lifeworld are intertwined, it is important to take into account how the 
practices carried out at the school community level contribute to students’ experiences of membership. 
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According to Habermas (1981/1987), social integration within a group is supported by the orders 
regulating the interactions among its members, as long as these orders are considered valid (see Table 
1). On the contrary, social integration is disrupted by a state of anomie, referring to the lack of legitimate 
interpersonal guidelines. In relation to the practices supporting engagement in schoolwide events and 
event-related activities, this idea of legitimate orders can be approached from the perspective of 
organizing events and the ways in which students are involved in them. As shown by previous studies, 
students’ participation in the events and activities of the school community is an important aspect of 
membership in school, as well as practicing citizenship in school (e.g., Deakin Crick & Joldersma, 2007; 
Hope, 2012; Ma, 2003). The aspect of the practices of organizing schoolwide events has been examined 
particularly in Study I, which has investigated students’ participation in undertaking schoolwide events. 
Whereas some of these students are themselves actively involved in the planning and organization 
committees, others only passively participate in schoolwide events as members of the audience. 
Regardless of their own positions, many of the students point out that the main responsibility of 
organizing schoolwide events is assigned to a small group of students.  
The interviewees from all three schools report that the main responsibility of event planning is 
delegated to the music and drama classes or to students involved in the board of the student union or in 
tutoring activities. This shows the schools’ similar approaches in carrying out events although the 
procedure is not defined in official guidelines (see the NCCBE) (FNBE, 2004, 2014). Despite the fact 
that the students who attend special classes (music, drama, or sports) or are members of the board of the 
student union have voluntarily applied to these groups and classes, some of them call for a more equal 
division of labor in organizing these events. Particularly, the music class students in School 1 mention 
that they perform in almost all of the schoolwide events and that it would be nice if the responsibility 
could be shared more equally among the students. Initiatives in this regard have already been 
undertaken; the practices in their school have been changed over the last few years so that preparations 
for the school’s Christmas celebration are now the job of Grade 8 students and their leading teachers. 
However, as the system is new, both teachers and students are still getting used to it. 
When asked about the students’ experiences under this new system, especially those students who 
have been actively involved in the preparations for these events throughout their school years, they 
describe these as good. However, as discussed in the preceding subsections, many of the students in 
School 1 are intimidated by the idea of performing in front of their peers. In practice, this has led to 
reorganizing performances, where no student has to go on stage; instead, the classes have started to 
prepare PowerPoint presentations or the like that is displayed at the event. In terms of the lifeworld, it 
can be observed that the reproduction of the old status quo of consensus has been disrupted, and a new 
form of agreement about suitable practices is being sought (Habermas, 1981/1987; Kemmis et al., 2014). 
However, the question of legitimate practices is still undergoing moments of turmoil as the active 
students favor the new, top-down approach of sharing responsibility, but the others have difficulties in 
acting according to the roles required of them.  
In relation to experiences of membership, these regulations of student roles are important as they 
reflect the ways that schools encourage, require, and support students’ involvement in joint activities 
(see Deakin Crick & Joldersma, 2007). These issues concerning students’ participation are not only 
relevant in relation to school practices but, instead, schoolwide events can be perceived as micro-level 
projections of the ways that joint events, such as the celebrations of holidays, are carried out to reflect 
memberships in the society at large (see e.g., Etzioni, 2004; Hope, 2012). However, equally significant 
is how students’ experiences are taken into account when developing schoolwide events so that different 
actors may experience them as meaningful (e.g., Deakin Crick & Joldersma, 2007; Hope, 2012). 
Recognizing differences in students’ needs is also essential; as shown in the findings of Study II, Grade 
8 students gain more positive experiences from these events than Grade 9 students, and girls gain more 
positive experiences than boys. These findings are consistent with previous studies’ results that girls and 
lower secondary students tend to show higher levels of school enjoyment than boys and upper secondary 
students, respectively (e.g., Harinen & Halme, 2012; Wang & Eccles, 2012). 
Another important aspect of involvement is how responsibility is divided among teachers and 
students. Although teachers usually assume the main responsibility of taking charge of joint school 
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events overall, the students from Study I point out the need to include students’ ideas and integrate these 
as part of the projects. This is vital for the creation of membership and the legitimate ordering of 
practices (see Habermas, 1981/1987). According to the students, the fact that they are allowed to 
influence the content of these events, such as choosing the songs they will play in celebrations, is 
beneficial in increasing their engagement with the events. As mentioned by one student, the teachers’ 
choices can sometimes be considered boring and repetitive for the students. These aspects of 
participation are therefore essential in providing the students with opportunities to take on 
responsibilities, carry out tasks, and play an active role in their own learning process (Deakin Crick & 
Joldersma, 2007; Hope, 2012; see also Niemi & Kuusisto, 2015). These are also key skills for becoming 
active citizens in society.  
These findings highlight the importance of including students in the decision-making process and 
the practical organization of these events in a way that distributes responsibility among the students in 
a legitimate manner. However, the findings also show that the underlying problem related to event 
planning and preparation cannot be solved simply by applying a new rule (e.g., all of the classes should 
take part in the creation of joint activities). Instead, a change in the shared mindset and a consensus on 
the roles and aims of schoolwide events are needed. These findings support previous ones about the 
significance of personal investments of time and effort for the benefit of the group as essential features 
of membership (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 
4.2.2 Questions of inclusion and sense of community as core values 
As discussed in the previous subsections about the students’ personal-level experiences and the practices 
of organizing events, schoolwide events are in many ways intertwined with the other aspects of the 
school. Related to the ways that school practices can contribute to the creation of membership, one of 
the key findings of Study I is that the students highlight the need for schoolwide events to be inclusive 
of all students. However, the students’ descriptions also show that in practice this is not always the case. 
Whereas the majority of the interviewees themselves participate in all of the school events, many of 
them know students who usually avoid attending some of the events, and they show concern for those 
students who could not take part in the joint activities of the school. According to the students, the 
primary reason for missing the events is related to issues of worldviews and religious convictions, 
confirming the findings of previous studies (e.g., Kuusisto, Poulter, & Kallioniemi, 2016). When asked 
about the students’ views on the matter, the majority of the interviewees point out that it is wrong to 
hold schoolwide events that some students cannot attend. The students also suggest various practical 
solutions that would allow everyone’s participation. These range from holding alternative events 
alongside the main one to replacing current activities, such as church visits during the Christmas seasons, 
with programs that everyone could join. However, some students regard religious-based events as 
exceptions that should be organized according to the majority views of the student body. These questions 
reflect the general question about the roles of schoolwide events and traditions in Finnish society, as 
well as in other countries (e.g., McGoldrick, 2011; Seppo, 2003). However, unlike the public discussion 
that tends to focus on the problematic nature of individual traditions and neglect the viewpoints of those 
in the school community (e.g., Berry, 2011), the interviewees of this study are not fixated on individual 
traditions but take pragmatic approaches to making the events as inclusive as possible. The fact that the 
interviewees show concern for the inclusion of all students shows that how schoolwide events are used 
to support and represent membership in the school community is an important issue for the students (see 
also Roffey, 2013).  
Although the students support the idea of inclusion in theory, how they perceive the schoolwide 
events’ prospects of enhancing the sense of community in school in practice is a more complex issue 
(see also Hyder & Tissot, 2013). As shown in the findings reported in Subsection 4.1.1, schoolwide 
events are considered most important for the creation of community by those students who regard the 
general sense of community in their school as good to begin with. This shows that the role and meaning 
of having schoolwide events and event-related activities are considered to be more influential by those 
students who attend schools where other aspects of the school also support the creation of inclusion and 
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a sense of community. Schoolwide events thus cannot solve the problem of a poor sense of community 
within the school on their own; rather, they are one of the elements that reflect the overall atmosphere 
and values of the school and can also contribute to them. 
These findings therefore expand the knowledge gained from previous studies about the positive value 
of holding school activities outside classrooms (e.g., Ma, 2003; Rowe & Stewart, 2009, 2011; Tinto, 
1997) by showing that in fostering inclusive values, schoolwide events can promote and support the 
creation of membership and community in schools. However, the results also indicate that schoolwide 
events are not isolated practices of school life but likely strengthen the already existing tendencies in 
school. The next subsection discusses the findings related to the underlying role of shared cultural 
understandings in schoolwide events.  
4.3 Cultural-level representations of groups and memberships 
This subsection summarizes the main findings related to subquestion C (How do schoolwide events 
contribute to students’ experiences of membership through representations of culture?). In addition to 
personal-level experiences and practices of organizing events, schoolwide events are recognized as 
entailing underlying educational and societal aims that contribute to the creation of membership in both 
positive and negative ways. The cultural-level question of membership can be regarded as including the 
general aims of these events, as well as the moral obligations (see Habermas, 1981/1987) associated 
with these events that are transmitted through the social representations of communities and identities.  
4.3.1 Traditions and the questions of shared symbols 
Shared cultural representations are important for the creation of membership as they consist of symbols 
and ideas that stand for shared mindsets and values that separate social groups from one another 
(Habermas, 1981/1987; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). One of the main ways that these aspects are 
represented in schoolwide events is through traditions. In the findings of Study I and Study III, questions 
of symbols are highlighted in how both students and teachers recognize that the students who are most 
often absent from joint events have immigrant backgrounds. Although all school activities should be 
organized in a secular manner, many of the events are based on Christian traditions. This underlines the 
aspect of religion as a notable feature of traditions in Finland and many other countries (McGoldrick, 
2011; Poulter & Kallioniemi, 2014; Verkuyten et al., 2009).  
One of the main findings of Study III is that the interviewed teachers regard Finnish school 
celebrations as mainly “traditionally Finnish,” containing very little elements “from other cultures.” The 
teachers also describe the events as important for passing on traditions and maintaining “Finnish” values. 
The teachers thus perceive that by taking part in school celebrations, the students are integrated into the 
Finnish community by learning and experiencing its traditions. These findings reflect Rogoff and 
colleagues’ (2007) idea that children’s participation in cultural practices is important for creating 
participation and a sense of belonging to the community. However, the findings also show the difficulty 
in separating the ways that the aspects of cultural, national, and religious memberships are represented 
in schoolwide events. For example, regarding the public debate about the Suvivirsi hymn (Poulter, 
2013), the interviewed teachers unanimously accept the song as a national tradition and regard it as a 
suitable element in their school’s end-of-term celebrations.  
The complex nature of representations is also visible in how the teachers discuss the general notion 
of “tradition.” Although the teachers highlight the celebrations as traditional, the findings also show that 
many of the elements in school celebrations are in fact changeable by nature. For example, some of the 
contents of the events have only been included for a couple of years or decades, yet these elements have 
become unquestionable components of the events and accepted as part of the traditions. These include 
the increasing replacements of old Christmas carols with contemporary English pop songs (see also 
Hobsbawm, 1996). According to the teachers, the emergence of these new elements has become part of 
the celebrations because of students’ wishes. However, another finding about how cultural 
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representations are perceived as markers of social groups and memberships is that what counts as a 
tradition differs between teachers and students, as well as among teachers. For instance, one teacher 
points out that the “older teachers” regret that traditional Finnish songs have been replaced by English 
ones. The changes in the content of the performances and the conflicting attitudes toward them represent 
a transformation of mindsets and a change in how culture is perceived and represented in schools (e.g., 
Kemmis et al., 2014). Whereas these differences can be related to personal preferences, they can also 
be viewed as reflecting changes in how the notions of Finnishness and Finnish traditions are perceived. 
These shifts depict the fluid essence of culture and the social representations used to portray the social 
identities attached to it (e.g., Bauman, 2011; Holliday, 2010; Howard, 2000; Howarth, 2006; Taylor & 
Usborne, 2010). The current situation shows the diverse viewpoints of students and teachers, and it can 
be speculated that these relate to the fluid constitution of social identities through various affiliations 
and their intersections (e.g., Aldenmyr et al., 2012; Colombo, 2010; Dervin, 2011). 
However, the findings of Study III also indicate the teachers’ limited awareness of the ways in which 
the students actually experience the celebrations and cultural symbols as markers of social communities. 
It is especially difficult for the teachers to comment on how students with immigrant family backgrounds 
experience these events. Whereas some of the teachers regard participation in school celebrations as 
important for all students’ experiences of inclusion and being part of the Finnish community, others do 
not think that the events hold much significance for any of the students. As argued by one teacher, the 
importance of traditional events is not necessarily related to the students’ home traditions; instead, some 
of the students who come from non-Finnish home backgrounds want to participate in these events and 
through this, to belong to their school community and to share in the collective identity of Finnishness. 
However, several teachers express more skeptical views regarding the overall worth of school 
celebrations in supporting the national or cultural membership of any of the students because they regard 
the events as stripped of so many traditions that they now lack any significance. According to these 
teachers, the main reason for this is the poor and hasty manner of planning the events. These discussions 
illuminate the importance of using symbols in the processes of identification and creation of a collective 
identity in schools (Etzioni, 2004; Habermas, 1981/1987; Howarth, 2006; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 
Although their exact forms may change, the teachers regard the symbolic representations of 
memberships as important for enhancing experiences of community (Etzioni, 2004).  
These findings show that cultural representations in school celebrations depict the national, cultural, 
and religious memberships in many ways. Since the societal aim of schools is to support students’ 
socialization as members of the local and global communities, it should be noted that the ways in which 
national identities (e.g., “Finnishness”) are characterized in schoolwide events through ideals and 
traditions are important signals for the students. In their most concrete forms, these issues become visible 
in the practices of organizing events that are not inclusive of all students, for example (see Subsection 
4.2.2). Although these implications may not always be evident, it is important for educators to be aware 
that schoolwide events represent cultural ideologies and that these representations are not isolated from 
how the school itself functions as a societal and social community. Although students’ experiences of 
citizenship and cultural identification comprise many factors (Aldenmyr et al., 2012; Colombo, 2010; 
Colombo et al., 2011), it is essential to recognize the ways that schools and schoolwide events depict 
and support the idea of membership at the levels of values and practices. Whereas the use of a single 
religious element in school events is acceptable from the perspectives of official guidelines, such as the 
NCCBE (FNBE, 2016; Seppo, 2003), the more important question from the perspective of membership 
is the overall manner in which schoolwide events as a whole depict the idea of Finnishness because this 
is not a univocal issue (e.g., Klinge, 1999).  
4.3.2 Intercultural perspectives on learning about traditions 
In addition to the ways in which schoolwide events can contribute to students’ experiences of 
membership at the local level (the school and society), it is also important to consider how these events 
can enhance the understanding of traditions and the creation of global memberships from an intercultural 
perspective. In relation to the macro-, mezzo-, and micro-level dimension of intercultural education 
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(Bleszynska, 2008), the main findings of Study III show that the content of celebrations mainly focuses 
on the mezzo level as most of the content emphasizes national traditions. The teachers highlight the 
understanding of Finnish traditions as vital for the students’ common knowledge because these pass on 
national values from one generation to another (see Subsection 5.3.1). The teachers also recognize the 
need for this knowledge; as an interviewee points out, only a few students from her class know when 
the Independence Day of Finland is celebrated. The teachers also point out that traditions other than 
those that are considered Finnish are not usually celebrated in school. The teachers regard the non-
Christian-based religious traditions as especially problematic. When asked about their viewpoints, some 
teachers express their willingness to organize, for example, an Islamic event that the whole school could 
attend, but others think that this type of event could be arranged only for Muslim students and that in 
this case, an alternative program should be set up for other students. These findings indicate that the 
events do not contribute much to the understanding of the macro-level question of global values or 
micro-level reflections on cultural memberships and dialogue as they do not contain materials that would 
support the reciprocal understanding of different traditions. However, since these findings are based on 
teachers’ viewpoints, Study II investigated students’ perceptions on learning about traditions through 
school celebrations.  
Study II examined the students’ experiences by using two measures. The first one, called increased 
knowledge about different traditions, measured the extent to which the students felt that their knowledge 
of Finnish and other traditions had increased by participating in school celebrations. The traditions were 
not specified to cover any particular ones as the content of the celebrations differed in each school. The 
other scale, called increased appreciation for different traditions, focused on the changes in the students’ 
attitudes. The results of the whole data show that although the mean scores are at the middle of the scale 
(ranging from 1 to 7), the educational aspects have the lowest scores of all measured items. Increased 
appreciation for different traditions and increased knowledge about different traditions have mean 
scores of 3.97 and 3.49, respectively. Compared to the dimensions of enjoying school celebrations (M 
= 4.73) and experiences of being included in school celebrations (M = 4.20), the aspects of learning do 
not score very high. These findings therefore show that school celebrations provide some content 
knowledge about the origins and purposes of traditions, but they do not offer substantial support for 
knowing or appreciating traditions from an intercultural perspective.  
Together, the findings of Study I, II, and III reveal that the main benefits of schoolwide events in 
supporting membership are related to social practices rather than educational content. The reason for 
this may be that the students do not regard the educational content of the events as important or 
meaningful for themselves (see e.g., Colombo, 2010), or it may be that the schools have decided to focus 
on aspects other than cultural traditions when organizing these events. The situation may also be caused 
by the fact that the students do not perceive schoolwide events as learning occasions but as social 
gatherings (see Rowe & Stewart, 2009, 2011). However, these findings underline the importance for 
teachers and students to become aware of the ways in which schoolwide events bring forward cultural 
representations and define their related learning aims. The findings also imply that questions of cultural 
pluralism are left at the stage of presenting foreign traditions instead of holding an actual dialogue 
between them and the Finnish ones. Therefore, learning about distinct traditions and their significance 
to people in various contexts would be important features to add to the content of schoolwide events in 
supporting local and global memberships. 
4.3.3 Summary of main findings 
By using the underpinnings gained from theories originating form psychology, sociology, and 
educational sciences, this study approaches the question of membership as a personal experience that is 
created in reciprocal interactions with others and supported by school practices, as well as the underlying 
values and educational aims that guide the interpersonal relations and actions in the social world. Figure 
6 summarizes the main findings.  
 
44 
 
 
 
Figure 6. Main findings related to the creation of membership through schoolwide events at the levels of person, 
school community, and culture.  
 
 
In summary, this study’s findings answer the research question by showing that schoolwide events 
can contribute to students’ experiences of membership through positive interpersonal encounters with 
peers and of the school as a social community, as well as through inclusive practices. Likewise, the 
findings indicate that experiences of membership are disrupted by negative peer relations and unfair and 
hasty practices of organizing events. Regarding cultural representations, the results show that the events 
do not support students’ interpersonal understanding of various cultural traditions but mainly focus on 
creating memberships in the national (Finnish) community by transmitting its traditions. However, the 
findings also indicate that the social and emotional experiences and personal involvement in schoolwide 
events are more remarkable aspects of students’ membership than the factual content of the events. The 
findings also reveal that the teachers and the students approach the question of community from different 
perspectives. The teachers emphasize the role of national traditions, but the students call for inclusive 
events. However, both groups regard schoolwide events as avenues from which experiences of 
community and membership may emerge. The practical implications related to these findings are 
discussed in the next section.  
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5 Conclusions and practical implications 
This study has aimed to increase awareness and knowledge about the social processes through which 
schoolwide events can contribute to the creation of membership in school communities. Figure 7 
summarizes the main suggestions drawn from this study’s findings.  
 
 
 
Figure 7. Suggestions for good practices based on the main findings. 
 
This section discusses the main findings in relation to their practical relevance. The themes of the next 
subsections are the intertwined nature of the person, the school community, and culture; the importance 
of peer relations; schoolwide events reflecting the school community; and aiming for the ideal of all-
inclusive participation in schoolwide events. The final subsection presents this study’s limitations and 
suggestions for further research.  
5.1.1 Membership at the intersection of the person, the community, and culture 
Regarding the research question, this study’s findings show a variety of approaches and processes 
through which schoolwide events can and actually contribute to the creation of membership by means 
of personal-level experiences, school community-level practices, and cultural representations. However, 
for the practical development of schoolwide events, it is important to take into account the reciprocal 
nature of these processes and elements (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Habermas, 1981/1987).  
From the perspectives of personal and school-level experiences, the findings show that students’ 
experiences during schoolwide events and their experiences of their school as a social community are 
intertwined in many ways. The study’s results provide further evidence that the students’ sense of 
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membership and the sense of community in school are both supported by schoolwide events and 
reflected on them. However, the findings also indicate that schoolwide events can disrupt the 
experiences of membership through negative encounters with peers. Particularly notable are the negative 
experiences gained from the rude or inconsiderate behavior of fellow students. The findings suggest that 
the risk of alienating experiences increases in situations where the students are either unwilling or unable 
to recognize and respect the inputs of others (e.g., the use of mobile phones during performances).  
Therefore, it is suggested that schools pay particular attention to how the overall sense of community 
in school is created through various practices, such as schoolwide events, as well as how they prepare 
students for these events. This study’s findings show that the students in all three schools are divided 
into active (performers) and passive (members of the audience) participants, and the passive students’ 
role should be considered more than is currently done. One strategy for correcting the imbalance 
between the two groups of students involves changing the approaches of organizing the events. 
According to the findings, the practices that are regarded as “legitimate” (see Habermas, 1981/1987) 
and motivating are those that support the students’ involvement in event planning. However, practices 
that are perceived as requiring too much responsibility for some students or as strongly teacher driven 
limit students’ experiences of legitimation and motivation (Habermas, 1981/1987). Based on these 
findings, it is recommended that schools undertake a variety of practices when organizing these events 
so that the responsibility is not always delegated to students of music and drama classes. Overall, the 
findings suggest that the meaningfulness of current practices should be considered more seriously due 
to the students’ differences in their social, emotional, and educational experiences gained from joint 
school events.  
In addition to the practices of organizing events, an essential aspect of schoolwide events is their 
educational content. Regarding the cultural knowledge transmitted through schoolwide events, this 
study’s findings are twofold. On one side, the results highlight the importance of traditions and symbols 
that students (and teachers) consider meaningful. On the other side, the outcomes call for inclusive 
practices that should be accessible to all students. The fact that these two viewpoints do not come 
together in reality shows a notable contradiction in current practices since the way that traditions and 
cultures are represented in schoolwide events may result in exclusive representations of membership. 
Concerning the practices involving teachers and school boards, the findings emphasize the significance 
of developing their awareness of the implicit messages conveyed by cultural representations regarding 
students’ membership in the school community and in society at large. It is therefore crucial for 
educators to pay close attention to school practices, as well as to how official guidelines (such as 
curricula) define and discuss the role of cultures. However, instead of focusing on individual elements 
in schoolwide events, academic authorities should emphasize the ways that these events overall 
contribute to the creation of memberships in school and the surrounding local and global communities.  
In this regard, one strategy is to acknowledge the diversity of traditions and turn the events into 
platforms for reciprocal learning that ranges from the micro to the macro level (Bleszynska, 2008). 
Nevertheless, as the findings show, this approach also needs careful consideration and planning (e.g., 
Tarozzi, 2012). In summary, the significance of these events is not based on any single program or 
practice but on how these events are perceived in relation to a school’s needs. Although this study cannot 
provide particular answers about the ways that schoolwide events should be organized in relation to 
their content, the findings suggest that deepening student involvement, taking into account the specific 
nature of the school as a community, and clarifying the educational purposes of these events for both 
teachers and students are beneficial practices for enhancing their meaningfulness. 
5.1.2 Schoolwide events reflecting the school community 
This study’s findings support previous studies that emphasized the benefits of schoolwide approaches 
for developing the school community (e.g., Hymel et al., 2015; Rowe & Stewart, 2009, 2011), as well 
as the importance of holding events that differ from regular classroom work (e.g., Westling et al., 2013). 
The results also confirm those of previous studies that the students’ overall experiences of enjoying their 
school and feeling welcomed by the school community consist of small things, such as informal 
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interaction among teachers and peers and celebratory events that are enjoyed by the school community 
(e.g., Meeuwisse et al., 2010; Rowe & Stewart, 2011 Tinto, 1997). In this study, this fact is particularly 
highlighted in how the role of schoolwide events is perceived as helpful in crossing group boundaries. 
According to the findings, one of the main benefits of schoolwide events for creating experiences of 
membership is that the students interact in ways that differ from everyday schoolwork. As the results 
show, the overall sense of community is disrupted in two of the schools by students spending most of 
their time with their own subgroups based on classes, grade levels, and shared interests. On the other 
hand, schoolwide events are helpful in crossing these boundaries. However, the overall advantages of 
schoolwide events are in many ways associated with the wider way how the school operates as a social 
community. Therefore, the findings indicate that the school’s function as a social community is both 
created in schoolwide events and reflected on them. The overall sense of community becomes 
particularly visible in how the students behave during the events. 
The findings thus suggest that schools should pay particular attention to their performance as social 
communities and be aware of the ways that both positive social relations and disruptive tensions within 
the school can culminate in schoolwide events. From the perspective of practices, it is proposed that the 
school board and the teachers promote practices that fit and support the needs of their respective 
contexts. For example, in schools whose students tend to be divided into subgroups, having class-based 
event planning teams is unlikely to increase the overall sense of cohesion. Instead, programs and event-
organizing teams should be set up in such a way that they mix students from different classes and 
subgroups.  
5.1.3 Toward the ideal of all-inclusive participation in schoolwide events 
This study’s findings show that schoolwide events can be notable avenues for creating membership in 
a school community. Based on previous findings about the importance of the sense of membership in 
the school community (Osterman, 2000, Roffey, 2013; Tillery et al., 2013), this study highlights the 
significance of considering all kinds of school activities, such as schoolwide events, in the preparations 
for such occasions. This study’s results also underline the importance of recognizing the various aspects 
of experiences and practices related to experiences of membership. This study has approached the 
elements of schoolwide events through personal-level experiences, school community-level practices, 
and cultural representations since it views each of these levels as unique but intertwined (see Habermas, 
1981/1987). 
The way that the students discuss inclusion as a principle that should be required in schoolwide 
events shows their perception of inclusion as a core value of school life. According to Habermas 
(1981/1987), it could be defined as a cultural-level obligation that should underlie all school practices. 
Although this is not yet a reality, the findings imply the schoolwide events’ double role of signifying 
cultural-level representations of symbols and social boundaries, as well as establishing them through 
practices. Despite the challenging problem of finding meaningful content that would be inclusive of the 
entire school population, the guidelines for resolving it could include increasing student involvement 
and clarifying the overall educational purposes of schoolwide events for the school community at large. 
It should also be noted that one important aspect is the way the role of these events are discussed within 
teacher education and, in particular, in subject-teacher education. As schoolwide events are not an 
official part of subject didactics that focus on the teaching of particular subject contents, there exists a 
risk that schoolwide events and their social and educational value within schools is not discussed in any 
of the courses during subject-teacher education. However, teacher education plays a key role in 
triggering teachers to recognize the role and purpose of schoolwide events have in basic education. 
Teacher education plays also a central role in the ways future students interpret the aims of the NCCBE 
and how they view the notion and importance of inclusion. This is particularly vital since the Finnish 
NCCBE provides limited guidance for teachers to consider the content of schoolwide events or the 
representations of culture at the practical level; rather, the teachers are allowed freedom of choice. 
Hence, schoolwide events and other cross-disciplinary activities should be given more attention in 
(subject-)teacher education. 
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5.1.4 Limitations and suggestions for further research 
This study has provided several methodological contributions when examining the role of schoolwide 
events and students’ sense of membership. However, similar to all studies, this work has several 
limitations that should be considered in relation to its findings. One drawback concerns the data samples, 
which have all been obtained from four lower secondary-level schools of basic education. Although the 
data have been gathered with both qualitative and quantitative means to ensure the trustworthiness of 
the findings, the sample is limited, and the results cannot be generalized to represent the situation in all 
Finnish schools. During the study process I also developed as a researcher and adopted new theoretical 
and methodological approaches for handling the phenomenon. Therefore, the focus of the original 
studies shifted from viewing particular school celebrations to viewing school celebrations at large, 
before ultimately viewing schoolwide events at large, where school celebrations create one important 
aspect but do not cover all of the significant events. While this has led to changes within the structure 
of the study, these changes were considered crucial for doing justice to the phenomenon, as otherwise 
the outcomes would only reflect the ideas the researcher had in mind when starting the study, but not 
the experiences of the participants.  
Regarding the quantitative dimension, this study offers a new approach to examining social and 
emotional aspects of schoolwide events through statistical means. However, as pointed out in Study II, 
further validation of the SEM is needed to find out how the model works in various contexts. Additional 
measures could also cover various aspects of school life, such as students’ classroom experiences, to 
determine how the role of schoolwide events is related to or compatible with other aspects of the school. 
Therefore, to make the findings representative, more data should be gathered from both teachers and 
students from various types of schools. However, the combination of various types of data was found to 
be beneficial for capturing the multifaceted phenomenon of membership from the individual and school-
level perspectives. It is thus recommended that future studies use a combination of qualitative and 
quantitative data types when investigating questions of membership and the role of schoolwide events. 
Other methods, such as video recording and field observations, would also be useful for examining the 
ways that schoolwide events operate in practice, as teachers’ and students’ reflections and memories of 
the events may have been distorted over time. Even though this study used field data for understanding 
the research context (see Subsection 4.3.) for further investigations, it would be beneficial to carry out 
longitudinal studies, in the course of which a variety of events would take place. This is noticed in the 
student data from this study; because the data collection took place during wintertime, the students’ 
recollections of the events focus more on the celebrations during that season.   
Regarding the contributions of Study I and Study III, the qualitative findings provide new openings 
for understanding the social and cultural meanings attached to schoolwide events. At the beginning of 
the study (Study III), the focus was on the role and interpretations attached to cultural representations 
of traditional school celebrations. This showed that teachers regarded these events to be valuable for 
social integration and the creation of membership from the national perspective. The most recent study 
(Study I) again brought forward several underlying mechanisms, such as the social importance of these 
events and the ways in which underlying mechanisms, including the way these events are organized, 
were considered influential in terms of how they either supported or diminished the experiences of 
membership within the school. These viewpoints provide evidence-based insights into the academic 
discussion regarding the role of co-curricular activities in Finland and elsewhere. However, it needs to 
be noted that it would have been beneficial to have data from teachers and students from the same school 
communities in order to gain a more in-depth understanding of the ways in which the lifeworld of the 
school is constructed at large. As the findings show, schoolwide events represent just a small fraction 
of all school activities and they cannot be regarded as constituting the sole reason that supports or hinders 
the experience of membership. 
Related with the previous point, the study has theoretical limitations since it approaches questions of 
membership from theoretical frameworks that are limited to specific theories and concepts of social 
integration, sense of school belonging, and intercultural education. To broaden the theoretical 
understanding of membership and the role of schoolwide events, it would be beneficial for subsequent 
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studies to take into account other forms of social processes as well. These include the processes of 
cultural reproduction and socialization (Habermas, 1981/1987) in creating a sense of membership in a 
school community. Therefore, in the future it would be important to expand the focus to also include 
the institutional and physical factors that influence the school, such as the location of the school, the 
curricula, policy documents, leadership, and stakeholders, such as the families of the students. From this 
viewpoint, the experiences and views of headmasters and the students’ families would be particularly 
important to take into account.  
Despite its restrictions, this study provides important theoretical and methodological contributions 
for understanding membership as a multifaceted phenomenon and the ways that schoolwide events can 
enhance it. This study’s results are also essential for the practical development of schoolwide events in 
Finland and in other countries, as it points out both the social and emotional importance of these events 
and the lack of attention educational sciences have afforded them. This research has approached the 
question from the intersection of various disciplinary viewpoints, and in doing so, has opened the way 
for further investigations. This work’s outcomes highlight the significant role played by schoolwide 
events in the social life of a school; therefore, researchers and practitioners should pay closer attention 
to such occasions.  
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